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Chapter One

THE MAN balanced on the stern of the flat-bottomed lighter, his wild figure outlined against the glittering water of the Thames, hair whipped in the wind, face sharp, lips drawn back. Then, at the last moment, when the other lighter was almost past him, he crouched and sprang. He only just reached the deck, scrambling to secure his footing. He swayed for a moment, then regained his balance and turned. He waved once in grotesque jubilation, then dropped to his knees out of sight behind the close-packed bales of wool.

Monk smiled grimly as the oarsmen strained to bring the police boat around against the outgoing tide and the wash from barges on their way up to the Pool of London. He would not have given orders to shoot, even were he certain of the shots not hitting anyone else in the teeming river traffic. He wanted Jericho Phillips alive, so he could see him tried and hanged.

In the prow of the boat, Orme swore under his breath, still not yet comfortable enough to give vent to his feelings in front of his new commander. Monk had been in the Thames River Police only since Durban’s death half a year ago. It was very different from the force ashore, where his experience lay, but more difficult for him was taking over the leadership of men to whom he was an outsider. He had a reputation for brilliance in detection, but also for a nature ruthless and hard to know, and to like.

He had changed since the accident eight years ago, in 1856, which had wiped out his memory. That had given him a chance to begin again. He had learned to know himself through the eyes of others, and it had been bitterly enlightening. Not that he could explain that to anyone else.

They were gaining on the lighter where Phillips was crouching out of sight, ignored by the man at the helm. Another hundred feet and they would draw level. There were five of them in the police boat. That was more than usual, but a man like Phillips might require the extra strength to take him down. He was wanted for the murder of a boy who had been about thirteen or fourteen years old, Walter Figgis, known as Fig. He was thin and undersized, which might have been what had kept him alive so long. Phillips’ trade was in boys from the age of four or five up to the time when their voices changed and they began to assume some of the physical characteristics of adults, and they were thus of no use in his particular market of pornography.

The police boat’s bow sliced through the choppy water. Fifty yards away a pleasure boat went lazily upstream, perhaps eventually towards Kew Gardens. Coloured streamers blew in the wind and there was the sound of laughter mixed with music. Ahead, nearly a hundred ships, from coal barges to tea clippers, were anchored in the Upper Pool. Lighters plied back and forth, and stevedores unloaded cargoes brought in from every corner of the earth.

Monk leaned forward a little, drawing in breath to urge the oarsmen to even greater effort, then changing his mind. It would look as if he did not trust them to do their best anyway. But they could not possibly want to catch Phillips as much as he did. It was Monk, not they, who had involved Durban in the Louvain case, which had eventually cost him his life. And it was Monk whom Durban had recommended to take his place when he knew he was dying.

Orme had served with Durban for years, but if he resented  Monk’s command he had never shown it. He was loyal, diligent, even helpful; but for the most part, impossible to read. However, the longer Monk watched him, the more he realised Orme’s respect was necessary to his success and, more than that, he actually wanted it. He could not remember ever before having cared what a junior thought of him.

The lighter was only twenty feet ahead now, and slowing as it made way for another, crossing its bows, which was laden with casks of raw sugar from a schooner moored fifty yards away. The ship was riding high now with its load almost gone, its huge canvases furled, spars bare and circling gently as it rocked.

The police boat plunged forward and to port as the other lighter crossed to starboard. The first man leaped aboard, then the second, pistols drawn.

Phillips was the one case Durban had not closed, and it had remained, even in his last notes, a still bleeding wound in his mind. Monk had read every page since he had inherited them from Durban, along with the job. The facts were there: dates, times, people questioned, answers, conclusions, resolutions what to pursue next. But through all the words, the letters sprawled and jagged, burned emotion. There was an anger evident far deeper than the mere frustration of failure, or the injured pride at being outwitted. There was a deep, scalding fury at the suffering of children and a pity for all the victims of Phillips’ trade. And now it scarred Monk too. He thought about it when the day was ended and he was at home. It invaded the peace of mealtimes. It intruded into his conversations with his wife, Hester. Very little else had ever done that.

He sat rigid in the stern of the boat now, aching to join the men on the lighter. Where were they? Why had they not reappeared with Phillips?

Then he understood - they were on the wrong side. Phillips had judged it exactly. Knowing they would have to pass to port to avoid ramming the other lighter, he had gone to starboard and  jumped again. It was risky, but he had nothing to lose. When they caught him he would be tried, and there could be only one verdict. Three Sundays later, he would be hanged.

‘Get the men back!’ Monk shouted, half rising from the seat. ‘He’s gone to starboard! On the other lighter!’

They must have realised it too. Orme took the other oar, unshipped it and began to pull hard to bring the boat astern of the first lighter.

The two men returned, leaping down, sending the boat rocking violently. This was no time to change places with Orme. The other lighter was already twenty yards away and heading towards the dock. If Phillips made it before they caught him he would disappear among the boxes and bales, the tea chests, rum and sugar casks, the piles of timber, horn, hides and pottery that crowded the quayside.

Monk’s body was rigid, the wind blowing in his face sharp with the smells of salt and fish on the outgoing tide. Catching Phillips was the one thing he could still do for Durban. It would justify the trust Durban had placed in him after knowing him only a few weeks. They had shared nothing of daily life and routine, only one case of a horror almost beyond imagination.

The lighter ahead passed out of sight for a few moments, hidden by the stern of a five-masted schooner. Monk watched intently. It seemed to take far too long to reappear. Was Phillips catching a loose rope, calling out for help from the stevedores, anything to board the ship? If so, Monk would have to go back to the station at Wapping and get more men. Anything could happen in that time.

Orme must have seen the possibility too. He hurled his weight behind his oar, shouting at the other men. The boat leaped forward and the lighter appeared again, still comfortably ahead of them. Monk swivelled to stare at the hull of the schooner, but there was no one on the ropes over its sides. The stevedores on the deck were still bent-backed, hauling casks up out of the hold.

Relief swept over Monk as the police boat closed on the lighter. Another minute or two and they would have Phillips. The long chase would be over. With him in custody it would only be a matter of waiting for the law to take its course.

The police boat came alongside the lighter. Again two armed men boarded, and came back moments later, bleak-faced and shaking their heads. This time Monk swore as well. Phillips had not gone up the sides onto the schooner, he was certain of that. No matter how agile, a man could not climb the ropes swiftly enough in the few minutes he had been out of sight. No lighter had passed them going to the north bank. Phillips’ escape could only have been to the south.

Angry, rowing with tight-knotted shoulders, the men sent the boat straight around the stern of the schooner into the wash of a stream of barges going upriver. It bucked and veered, slapping hard down into the water and sending up spray. Monk clung onto the sides, snarling between his teeth as he saw another lighter going south to Rotherhithe.

Orme saw it at the same moment, and gave the order.

They wove through the traffic. A ferry crossed swiftly in front of them, passengers crouched against the wind, a pleasure boat sent snatches of music into the air. This time the lighter made it to the dockside just twenty yards ahead of them, and they saw Phillips’ agile figure, hair and coat-tails flying, jump from the stern as they passed the East Lane Stairs. He landed on the lowest step, which was slimed over from the tide. He teetered for a moment, arms wheeling, and then fell sideways, hard against the stone wall green with weed. The fall must have hurt, but he knew the police boat was not far behind him, and fear must have spurred him to scramble to his hands and knees and clamber upwards. It was a manoeuvre utterly without dignity, and a couple of lightermen jeered at him, but it was extremely rapid. By the time the police boat jarred against the stone, Phillips was at the top on the dry surface. He sprinted towards the Fore and Aft Dock, with its crates  of pottery from Spain dumped haphazardly amid dark brown barrels and paler piles of unfinished timber. The stench of hides was thick in the air, mixed with the sickening sweetness of raw sugar and the heady aroma of spices. Beyond that was the Bermondsey Road, and a whole network of streets and alleys, dosshouses, pawnshops, chandleries, taverns and brothels.

Monk hesitated only a moment, fearing wrenched ankles, the howls of laughter from the dockers and lightermen if he actually fell into the river, and how idiotic he would feel if Phillips escaped because his own men had had to stop to fish him out. But there was no time for such weighing and judging. He stood up, felt the boat pitch sideways, and launched himself towards the steps.

He landed awkwardly. His hands hit stone and weed, but his impetus kept him going. He slipped onto one knee, cracking it hard on the ledge of the next rise. Pain shot through him, but no numbness to prevent him straightening up and climbing behind Phillips, almost as if he had meant to land as he did.

He reached the top of the steps and saw Phillips thirty feet ahead, running towards a stack of dark, wooden barrels and the winch beyond it. The lumpers unloading more from a lighter below took no notice at all. Some of them were bare-chested in the sun, skin glistening with sweat.

Monk ran across the open space. Then he hesitated when he reached the barrels, knowing Phillips could be just behind them with a length of wood or pipe, at worst with a blade. He swung round and went along the length of the stack and around the further side.

Phillips must have counted on exactly that. He was climbing the long barrier of a pile of bales, going up it as an able seaman might climb a spar, hand over hand, easily. He looked back once, his mouth pulled wide in a sneer, then heaved himself over the top and stopped just for an instant before dropping down the far side.

Monk had no choice but to follow, or lose him. Phillips might  leave his wretched boat, find some hovel on the bank for a while, then reappear in half a year, and in the meantime God knew how many more boys would suffer, or even be killed.

Shinning awkwardly up the bales, more slowly than Phillips, Monk reached the top with relief. He crawled over to the far edge and looked down. It was a long drop, perhaps fifteen feet. Phillips was in the distance, making for more mounds of cargo - casks of wine, cases of spice or tobacco.

Monk was not going to risk the jump. A broken ankle would lose him Phillips altogether. He dropped from his hands, then let go and fell the rest. He turned and sprinted, reaching the casks of wine just as Phillips bolted across an open patch of stone towards the shadowed overhang of a cargo ship moored close up to the wharf. Her ropes were trailing, a crane beside her, a load of timber being lowered.

A horse-drawn wagon moved closer, wheels rumbling on the uneven stone. A gang of lumpers was walking towards the crane; a couple of idlers argued over what looked like a piece of paper. Everywhere there was noise: men shouting, the cry of gulls, the clang of chains, the creak of wood, the constant slap of river water against the stone. There was incessant movement of the sun reflected on the water, sharp and glittering. The huge moored ships rose and fell. Men in greys and browns toiled at a score of tasks. Smells filled the air: river mud thick and sour, the harsh cleanness of salt, sickly sweetness of raw sugar, stench of hides and fish and ships’ bilges, and, a few yards ahead, the bewitching perfume of spices.

Monk took a chance. Phillips wouldn’t try for the ship; he would be too exposed as he went up the side, like a black fly on a brown wall. He would head the other way, and disappear into the alleys.

Or would he bluff? Double bluff?

Orme and one of his men were on Monk’s heels.

Monk headed towards the alley entrance between the warehouses. Orme drew in a breath, and then followed. The third  policeman stayed on the quayside. He had done this sort of thing often enough to know men could double back. He would be waiting.

The alley, which was no more than six feet wide, went down steps, then twisted one way, then the other. The stink of urine was sharp in Monk’s nose. There was a chandler’s shop to the right, its narrow doorway surrounded by coils of rope, ships’ lanterns, wooden cleats and a bucketful of hard-bristle brushes.

It was not far enough into the alley for Phillips to hide there. Monk went past it. There was a paint shop next. He could see through the windows that it was empty inside. Orme was on his heels.

‘Next alley’s blind,’ he said quietly. ‘He could be up that, waiting for us.’ It was a warning. Phillips had a knife and would not hesitate to use it. ‘He’s facing the gallows,’ Orme went on. ‘The moment we get the manacles on it’s the beginning of the end for him. He knows that.’

Monk found himself smiling. They were close now, so very close. ‘I know,’ he said almost under his breath. ‘Believe me, I’ve never wanted any villain more than I want this one.’

Orme did not reply. They walked forward slowly. There was movement ahead of them or the sound of scratching on the stones. Orme’s hand went to his pistol.

A brown rat shot out of a side passage and passed within a yard of them. There was a gasp somewhere ahead, then a curse. Phillips?

There was no stirring in the air. It was dark, and the smell was growing worse, with the mix of stale beer from a nearby tavern. Monk moved more quickly. Phillips would not be slowed by any of this. Everything he had to fear was behind him.

The alley divided, the left going back towards the quayside, the right into a further warren of byways. There was a dosshouse to the right. A man slouched in the doorway, one eye blind, his stomach bulging over his trousers, an old top hat balanced crookedly on his head.

Would Phillips have gone in there? Monk suddenly realised how many friends Phillips might have in these places: profiteers dependent on his business, suppliers, and hangers-on.

‘No,’ Orme said urgently, putting his hand on Monk’s arm, holding him with surprising strength. ‘We go in there, we’ll not come out.’

Monk was angry. He wanted to argue.

Even in the play of shadows across Orme’s face his resolve was unmistakable. ‘Dockside isn’t the only place that’s got patches police can’t go,’ he said quietly. ‘Don’t tell me reg’lar police goes into Bluegate Fields, or the Devil’s Acre, ’cos we all know different. It’s us against them, and we don’t always win.’

Monk shook his arm free, but he didn’t pull away any more. ‘I’m not letting that bastard escape,’ he said slowly and clearly. ‘Murdering Fig was only the tip of what he does, like the mast of a sunken wreck above the water.’

‘There’ll be a back way out,’ Orme added. ‘Likely more’n one.’

It was on the edge of Monk’s tongue to snap that he knew that, but he bit it back. Orme deserved to catch Phillips as much as Monk did, maybe more. He had worked with Durban on the original case. The only difference was that Durban’s death was nothing to do with him, and it was all to do with Monk.

They continued along the main alley, away from the dock, moving more swiftly now. There were doorways on either side, and sometimes passages no more than a yard wide, mostly dead ends, perhaps ten or twelve feet along.

‘He’ll keep going a bit,’ Orme said grimly. ‘Instinct. Although he’s a fly sod, an’ all.’

‘He’ll have friends here,’ Monk agreed.

‘And enemies,’ Orme said wryly. ‘He’s a nasty piece o’ work. He’d shop anyone for sixpence, so he won’t expect any favours. Try that one.’ He pointed to the left, a twisted passageway leading back towards the open dock. As he spoke he increased his pace, like a dog scenting the prey anew.

Monk did not argue but kept up just behind him. There was no room for them to move abreast. Somewhere to the left a man cursed and a woman shouted abuse at him. A dog started to bark, and ahead of them there were footsteps. Orme began to run, Monk on his heels. There was a low arch to the right, and something moved across it. There was a scatter of stones. Orme stopped so abruptly Monk collided with him and bumped into the wall, which was seeping wet from a loose drain in the shadows above.

Orme started forward again, very carefully now. It was always they who had to be on guard. Phillips could wait behind any wall, any arch or doorway, knife in hand. He could and would disembowel a man who was a threat to him. A policeman could kill a man only to save his own life, or that of someone else in mortal danger. And he would still have to prove he had had no other course.

Phillips could be getting away in either direction along the docks, up the ropes into one of the ships, or down the steps to a lighter and back across the river. They could not stand there hiding for ever.

‘Together!’ Monk said harshly. ‘He can’t get both of us. Now!’

Orme obeyed and they charged the opening and burst out into the sudden sunlight. Phillips was nowhere. Monk felt a wave of defeat pass over him so bitter he was struggling for breath, conscious of a physical pain in the pit of his stomach. There were a score of places for Phillips to disappear. It had been stupid to take anything for granted until they actually had him in a cell with the door closed and the bolt shot home. He had grasped at victory too soon. The arrogance of it was like bile in his mouth now.

He wanted to lash out at somebody, and there was no one to blame but himself. He knew he should be stronger than this, more in control. A good leader should be able to swallow his own misery and think of the next step to take, hide the disappointment or the rage, smother the personal pain. Durban would have. Monk needed to measure up to that, more than ever now that he had lost Phillips.

‘Go north,’ he told Orme. ‘I’ll go south. Where’s Coulter?’ He looked for the man they had left on the quayside. He swivelled as he spoke, searching for a familiar figure among the dockworkers. He saw the dark uniform at the same moment as Orme did, and Coulter started waving his arms in the air.

They both ran forward, swerving to avoid a horse and wagon, and a lumper with a heavy load on his shoulders.

‘Down the steps!’ Coulter shouted, gesticulating at the water beyond the ship. ‘Got a lighterman at knife point. Hurry!’

‘Where’s our boat?’ Monk shouted back, jumping over a loose keg and landing hard on the uneven stones. ‘Where are they?’

‘Went after him,’ Coulter answered, turning instinctively to Orme. Usually he was careful to be correct, but in the heat of the chase old habits came back. ‘They’ll be closing on him. Lighters are slow, but I’ve got a ferry waiting down there. Hurry up, sir!’ He led the way back to the steps and started down them without turning to see if Monk and Orme were following.

Monk went after him. He must praise Coulter, not criticise his lapse in etiquette. He went down the slime-coated steps as fast as he could and clambered into the ferry, crushing his disappointment that the oarsmen in the boat would be the ones to catch Phillips. He would only get there in time to congratulate them.

But this was a team, he told himself as Orme landed behind him, shouting at the ferryman to pull out. Monk was in charge, but that was all. He did not have to be the one who made the arrest, faced Phillips and saw the fury in his face. As long as it was done, that was all that mattered. It was nothing like his days as a private agent, relying on no one, taking both the credit and the risks. He didn’t co-operate - that was what Runcorn had always said of him; no idea how to help others, or rely on their help when he needed it. Selfish.

They were slicing through the water now. The ferryman was skilled. He did not look very strong - wiry rather than powerful - but he  steered a course that cut yards off their distance. Monk admired his skill.

‘There!’ Coulter pointed at a lighter ahead, which was slowing a little to make way for a string of barges going downriver. There was a figure crouching low to the deck. It could be Phillips; it was impossible to tell at this distance.

Co-operation. That was why in the end Runcorn had been promoted rather than Monk. Runcorn knew how to keep silent about his own opinions, even when he was right. He knew how to please the men with power. Monk despised that, and had said so.

But Runcorn had been right: Monk was not easy to work with. He had not allowed himself to be.

The barges had passed and the lighter was picking up speed again, but they were far closer now. This time Phillips was in the open river and he could not hide. The space between them was narrowing: fifty feet, forty feet, thirty . . .

Suddenly Phillips was on his feet, his left arm clasped around the lighterman, his right hand with a long knife in it across the lighterman’s throat. He was smiling.

There was only twenty feet between them now, and the lighter was losing speed rapidly as both men stood frozen. More barges were heading for them, already altering course to avoid ramming them.

With pounding rage Monk realised what Phillips was going to do, and there was no way to prevent it. He felt completely helpless, cold inside.

Ten feet now and still closing. The barges were bearing down on them.

Phillips whipped the knife from the man’s throat and drove it hard into the side of his belly. Blood gushed out and the lighterman collapsed just as Coulter leaped at him. Phillips scrambled beyond his reach, hesitated a moment, then sprang for the lead barge. He fell short and landed in the water, throwing up a huge splash. But  after the first shock he struggled to the surface, mouth open as he gulped frantically at the air, arms and legs thrashing.

Coulter did what any decent man would. He swore a string of curses at Phillips, and bent to help the wounded lighterman, gathering as much cloth as he could into his fist and holding it on the wound while Orme took off his jacket, then his shirt, folded the shirt into a pad and held it, stopping the blood as much as possible.

The bargees had pulled Phillips out of the water, already opening up the distance between them and the drifting lighter with the ferry alongside it. Whether they meant to or not, their weight and speed meant that they could not stop easily. Phillips would be around the curve of the river beyond the Isle of Dogs in fifteen or twenty minutes.

Monk looked at the lighterman. His face was ashen, but if he reached medical help he might still be saved.That was what Phillips was counting on. He had never intended to kill him.

The ferryman was stunned, not knowing what to do.

‘Take him to the nearest doctor,’ Monk ordered. ‘You get rowing as fast as you can. Coulter, look after him. Orme, put your jacket on, help Coulter move this injured man, then come with me.’

‘Yes, sir!’ Orme snatched up his jacket.

The ferryman took up the oars.

Orme and Coulter very gently, awkwardly, picked up the injured man and laid him in the bottom of the ferry, all the time Coulter holding the pad over his wound.

Monk went to the fallen oar of the low, flat-bottomed lighter, and gripped it with both hands, balancing his weight. The moment Orme was on board he began to pull away. Rowing came to him more naturally than he had expected. He knew, from flashes of memory and things he had been told, that he had grown up in Northumberland around boats: mostly fishing and, in bad weather, lifeboats. The way of the sea was ingrained in his experience, some inner sense of discipline. One can rebel against man and against laws, but only a fool rebels against the sea, and he does it only once.

‘We’ll not catch up with him!’ Orme said desperately. ‘I’d tie the noose around his neck with my own hands, and pull the trapdoor.’

Monk did not answer. He was getting the weight and movement of the long oar right, and how to turn it to gain the greatest purchase against the water. At last they were going with the tide now, but then so were the barges, fifty yards ahead of them at least.

There was nothing Orme could do to help; it was a one-man job. He sat a little way over to the other side to balance Monk’s weight, staring ahead, his uniform jacket fastened up to hide as much as possible that he now had no shirt. Certainly he would never wear that one again.

‘They’re longer than we are,’ Monk said with determined optimism. ‘They can’t weave through the anchored shipping, but we can. They’ll have to go around.’

‘We go in between those ships we’ll lose sight of them,’ Orme warned grimly. ‘God knows where he could get to!’

‘If we don’t, we’ll lose them anyway,’ Monk replied. ‘They’re fifty yards ahead now, and gaining.’ He threw his weight onto the oar, and pulled it the wrong way. He knew the moment he felt the resistance that he had made a mistake. It took him over a minute to get into the rhythm again.

Orme deliberately looked the other way, to hide that he had noticed.

The barges swung wide around an East Indiaman anchored ahead of them, stevedores working on deck with chests of spices, silks and probably tea.

Monk took the chance, veering to the port to pass between the East Indiaman and a Spanish schooner off-loading pottery and oranges. He concentrated on the regularity of his strokes and keeping his balance exactly right, trying not to think that the barges might be going over to the far shore now they were out of sight. If they did, he might lose them, but if he did not take this chance to catch up, he certainly would.

He passed as close as he dared to the East Indiaman, almost under the shadow of her hull. He could hear the water slapping against her and the faint hum and rattle of the wind in the shrouds.

The moment he was back in the sun again he looked to starboard. The line of barges was nearer, no more than forty yards ahead. He controlled himself with an effort. Orme was straining forward also; hands clenched, shoulders tight. His lips were moving as he counted the barges, just to make certain they had not cast one adrift when they were out of sight.

The gap was still closing. They could not see Phillips. That meant nothing, though Monk searched back and forth along the line of canvas coverings. Phillips could be behind a bale or keg, under the canvas, or even have taken a bargee’s coat and cap and at this distance look like one of them. Still Monk wanted to see him and be certain beyond the arguments of reason.

He would have to go onto the barges alone. One of them had to stay with the ferry, or they would have no way to take Phillips back. He was not sure if he had ever fought alone against a man with a knife. He remembered nothing from the years since the accident. Would he find some instinct to fall back on?

Ten yards now. He must get ready to jump. They were passing into the lee of a clipper. The masts seemed to scrape the sky, barely moving, since the hull was too large, too heavy to roll in the short, choppy water. The lighter skimmed the surface easily, then bucked the moment it hit the tide again, but now they were closing on the last barge very fast. Four yards, three, two - Monk leaped. Orme swung over and took the oar.

Monk landed in the barge, swayed for a moment, then regained his balance. The bargee took no notice. It was all a drama playing out in front of him in which he had no part.

Since Monk was on the last barge, if Phillips had moved at all, it had to be forward. Monk started towards the front. He stood warily on top of the canvas, moving from one shapeless mound to the next, altering his weight all the time, arms wide,  foothold precarious. His eyes moved from one side to the other, expecting surprise.

He was almost at the prow, ready to jump to the next barge, when he saw a flicker of movement. Then Phillips was on him, knife arcing high and wide. Monk kicked forward, low and moving sideways, almost overbalancing, then righting himself at the last instant.

Phillips missed his mark, expecting to strike flesh, judging for the sudden resistance, and not meeting it. He teetered on one foot, whirled his arms wildly for an instant, and fell forward onto his knees, ignoring the pain of Monk’s boot on his flesh. He lashed out again immediately, catching the very front of Monk’s shin and ripping his trousers, drawing blood.

Monk was startled. The pain was searing. He had expected Phillips to be more taken aback, longer in recovering, a mistake he would not make again. He had no weapon but the pistol in his belt. He drew it now, not to shoot but to bludgeon. Then he changed his mind and kicked again, hard and high, aiming more carefully this time. He caught Phillips on the side of the head, sending him sprawling. But Phillips had seen it coming, and moved back and the impact was not so great.

Now Monk had to go forward, over the lumpy canvas, and he had no idea what was underneath it. The barges were all hit by the wake of a coal barge, sails set, passing upriver. They bucked and slewed, throwing the men off balance again. Monk suffered most because he was standing. He should have seen that coming. Phillips had. Monk swayed, staggered, and fell almost on top of Phillips, who twisted and squirmed away from him. Monk landed hard, feeling the kegs under the canvas bruise him; the next moment Phillips was on top of him, arms and legs like steel.

Monk was pinned. He was alone. Orme might even be able to see what was happening, but he could not help, and the bargees were going to take no part.

For a moment Phillips’ face was so close Monk could smell his  skin, his hair, the exhale of his breath. His eyes were glittering and he smiled as he brought the knife up in his hand.

Monk head-butted him as hard as he could. It hurt - bone against bone - but it was Phillips who yelled, and his grip went suddenly slack. Monk threw him off and slid away, crablike, then spun round instantly, the pistol in his hand.

But he was too late to shoot. Blood smeared over his face and running from his mouth, Phillips had risen to a crouch and turned away, as if he knew Monk would not shoot him in the back. He launched himself from the barge and landed spread-eagled on the canvas of the one ahead.

Without a moment’s thought Monk followed.

Phillips staggered to his feet and started along the central ridge of the canvas. Monk went straight after him, this time finding the balance more difficult. Whatever was under the tarpaulin rolled beneath his feet and pitched him forward harder and faster than he intended.

Phillips reached the prow and jumped again. Again Monk went after him. This time there were bales underfoot, easier to balance on. Monk jumped from one to the other, catching up, tripping Phillips and going down hard. He struck him in the chest, crushing the air out of his lungs and hearing the long, grating rasp as he tried to fill them again. Then he felt the pain in his forearm and saw blood. But it was only a slice, too shallow to cripple. He hit Phillips again in the chest, and the knife fell out of Phillips’ hand. Monk heard it slide down the canvas and clatter on the decking.

The blood was making his hand slippery now. Phillips was squirming like an eel, strong and hard, elbows and knees all bone, angles, powerful, and Monk could not hold on.

Phillips was away, staggering towards the front, ready to leap to the next barge. There was a lighter going to pass across them ahead, just one. His intention was clear. He would jump to it, and there would be no boat in which Monk could follow him.

Monk clambered up and reached the prow, just as Phillips  jumped and fell short. He went into the water and along the side in the white wash of the bow.

Monk hesitated. He could let him drown, easily. He needed to be only a moment late and it would be beyond anyone’s skill to fish him out. Injured as he was, he would drown in minutes. It would be an end better than he deserved. But Monk wanted him alive, so he could be tried and hanged. Durban would be proved right, and all the boys Phillips had used and tortured would have a proper answer.

He leaned forward with both arms over the side and caught Phillips by the shoulders, felt his hands lock onto his arm, and used all the strength he possessed to haul him out. He was wet, heavy and almost a dead weight. His lungs were already filling with water and he made no resistance.

Monk took out the handcuffs and locked them on before he balanced to roll Phillips over and pump his chest to get the water out. ‘Breathe!’ he said between his teeth. ‘Breathe, you swine!’

Phillips coughed, vomited up river water, and drew in his breath.

‘Well done, Mr Monk, sir,’ Orme said from the lighter, coming alongside. ‘Mr Durban’d have been happy to see that.’

Monk felt the warmth spread through him like fire and music, and peace after desperate exertion. ‘It needed tidying up,’ he said modestly. ‘Thank you for your assistance, Mr Orme.’

 



Monk arrived home at Paradise Place in Rotherhithe before six, a time that was relatively early for him. He had strode rapidly up the street from where the ferry had landed at Princes Stairs, and walked all the way up to Church Street, then the dogleg into Paradise Place. All the way he was refusing to think that Hester might not yet be home and he would have to wait to tell her they had Phillips at last.

The police surgeon had stitched up the gashes Phillips had made in his arm and leg, but he was bruised, filthy and covered with blood. He had bought an excellent bottle of brandy for his  men, and shared it with them. It had been for all the station, so no one was the worse for wear, but he knew the flavour of it hung around him. However, he did not even think of such a thing as he skipped a step, ran the last few dozen yards up the short length of Paradise Place and unlocked his own front door.

‘Hester!’ he called, even before he closed it behind him. ‘Hester?’ Only now did he fully face the possibility that she was not yet home. ‘I got him!’

The words fell on silence.

Then there was a clatter at the top of the stairs and she came running down, feet flying. Her hair was half undone, thick and fair and unruly as always. She hugged him with all her strength, which was considerable, in spite of her slender frame and lack of fashionable curves.

He picked her up and swung her around, kissing her with all the joy and victory he felt, and the sudden upsurge of belief in everything good. Most of all his elation was at the possibility that she was right to have had faith in him, not just his skill but his honour, that core of him that was good and could treasure and hold on to love.

And Phillips’ capture at last meant that Durban was right to have trusted him too, which he realised now had also mattered.




Chapter Two

ON AN evening nearly two weeks after the capture of Jericho Phillips, Sir Oliver Rathbone returned a little early from his chambers at the Inns of Court to his elegant and extremely comfortable home. It was the middle of August and the air was hot and still. It was much pleasanter in his own sitting room, with the French windows open onto the lawn and the perfume of the second flush of roses rather than the odour of the streets, the sweat and dung of horses, the dust and the noise.

Margaret greeted him with the same pleasure she always had since their marriage not so long ago. She came down the stairs with a swirl of pale green and white muslin, looking impossibly cool in the heat. She kissed him gently, smiling perhaps still a trifle self-consciously. He found a pleasure in it he thought it might be tactless to show.

They talked of many things over dinner: a new art exhibition that was proving more controversial than expected; the Queen’s continued absence from the London Season since the death of Prince Albert; and of course the wretchedly miserable matter of the civil war in America.

The conversation was sufficiently interesting to occupy Rathbone’s mind, and yet also supremely comfortable. He could not remember ever having been happier, and when he retired to read a few necessary papers in his study he found himself smiling for no other reason than his inner peace.

Dusk was already gathering and the air mercifully cooler when the butler knocked on the door and told him that his father-in-law had called and wished to see him. Naturally Rathbone accepted immediately, although somewhat surprised that Arthur Ballinger would ask to see him specifically, rather than include his daughter as well.

When he came in, hard on the servant’s heels, Rathbone saw at once that the matter was professional rather than personal. Ballinger was a solicitor of high standing and very considerable repute. From time to time they had had dealings, but so far no clients in common, Rathbone’s practice being almost entirely in major cases of criminal law.

Ballinger closed the study door behind him to ensure their privacy, then walked over to the chair opposite Rathbone. Barely acknowledging the greeting, he sat down. He was a large, rather heavy man with thick, brown hair, which had only touches of grey in it. His features were powerful. Margaret had gained all the delicacy of her face and bearing from her mother.

‘I am in a difficult position, Oliver,’ he began without preamble. ‘A long-standing client has asked a favour of me that I am loath to grant, and yet I feel I cannot refuse him. It is a business that frankly I would prefer to have nothing to do with, but I can see no honourable way of escape.’ He gave a slight shrug, with one shoulder only. ‘And I suppose, to be honest, no legal way either. One cannot pick and choose in which matters you will act for people, and in which you will not. That would make a mockery of the entire concept of justice, which must be for all, or it is for no one.’

Rathbone was startled by such a speech; it suggested a lack of confidence quite uncharacteristic of Ballinger. Something had clearly disturbed him.

‘Can I be of help, without breaking your client’s privilege of discretion?’ he asked hopefully. It would please him to assist Margaret’s father in a matter that was of importance to him.  It would make Margaret herself happy, and it would draw him closer into the family, which was not a situation he found naturally easy. He had a deep instinct for privacy. Apart from an intense friendship with his own father, he had found few ties in his adult years. In some ways William Monk, of all people, was the truest friend he had. That excluded Hester, of course, but his feelings for her had been different - stronger, more intimate, and in ways more painful. He was not yet completely ready to examine them any more closely.

Ballinger relaxed a fraction more, at least outwardly, although he still concealed his hands in his lap, as if they might give him away.

‘It would break no confidences at all,’ he said quickly. ‘I am seeking your professional skills to represent a case I fear you will find repellent, and have very little chance of winning. However, you will, of course, be properly paid for your time and your skill, which I regard as unique.’ He was wise enough not to over-praise.

Rathbone was confused. His profession was to represent clients in court; very occasionally he prosecuted for the Crown, but not as habit. Why was Ballinger nervous about this, as undoubtedly he was? Why come to Rathbone at home, and not in his chambers, as would be far more usual? What was so different about this case? He had defended people accused of murder, arson, blackmail, theft, almost every crime one could think of, even rape.

‘What is your client accused of?’ he asked. Could it be something as contentious as treason? Against whom? The Queen?

Ballinger gave a slight shrug. ‘Murder. But he is an unpopular man, unsympathetic to a jury. He will not appear well,’ he hastened to explain. He must have seen the doubt in Rathbone’s face. He leaned forward a little. ‘But that is not the problem, Oliver. I know you have represented all manner of people, on charges that have had no public sympathy at all. Although I deplore everything about this particular case, it is the issue of justice that is paramount in my client’s mind.’

Rathbone found a wry irony in the remark. Few accused men phrased their attempts to be defended successfully in such general and rather pompous terms.

Ballinger’s eyes flickered and something altered in the set of his features.

‘I have not explained myself fully,’ he went on. ‘My client wishes to pay your fees to defend another person entirely. He has no relationship to the man accused, and no personal stake in the outcome, only the matter of justice, impartial, clear of all gain or loss to himself. He fears that this man accused will appear so vile to the average jurors that without the best defence in the country he will be found guilty and hanged on emotion, not on the facts.’

‘Very altruistic,’ Rathbone remarked, although there was a sudden lift of excitement inside him, as if he had glimpsed something beautiful, a battle with all the passion and commitment he could give it. But it was only a glimpse, a flash of light gone before he was sure he had seen it at all. ‘Who is he?’ he asked.

Ballinger smiled, a small bleak movement of the mouth. ‘That I cannot disclose. He wishes to remain anonymous. He has not told me his reasons, but I have to respect his wish.’ His expression, the peculiar, hunched angle of his shoulders, suggested that this was the moment of decision, the trial in which he was afraid he might fail.

Rathbone was taken aback. Why would a man in so noble an endeavour wish to remain anonymous even from his barrister? From the public was easy enough to understand. They might well assume that he had some sympathy for the accused, and it would be only too clear to see why he would avoid that. ‘If I am bound to secrecy, I shall observe it,’ Rathbone said gently. ‘Surely you told him that?’

‘Of course I did,’ Ballinger said quickly. ‘However, he is adamant. I cannot move him on the subject. As far as you are concerned, I shall represent the accused man to you, and act in his behalf. All you need to know is that you will be paid in full, by a man of the  utmost honour and probity, and that the money is earned by his own skills, which are in every way above suspicion. I will swear to that.’ He sat motionless, staring earnestly at Rathbone - in a man of less composure it might even have been thought imploringly.

Rathbone felt uncomfortable that his own father-in-law should have to plead for the professional assistance he had always been willing to give, even to strangers and men he profoundly disliked, because it was his calling. He was an advocate, to speak on behalf of those who were not equipped to speak for themselves, and who would suffer injustice if there were no one to take their part. The system of the law was adversarial. The sides must be equal in skill and in dedication, otherwise the whole issue was a farce.

‘Of course I will act for your client,’ he said earnestly. ‘Give me the necessary papers and a retaining fee, and then all we say will be privileged.’

Ballinger relaxed fully at last. ‘Your word is good enough, Oliver. I shall have all that you need sent to your chambers in the morning. I am extremely grateful. I would tell Margaret what an excellent man you are, but no doubt she is already perfectly aware. I am delighted now that she had enough sense not to allow her mother to push her into a marriage of convenience, although I admit I was exasperated at the time.’ He smiled ruefully. ‘If you are going to have a strong-minded woman in the house, it is better to have two, preferably of opposing views, then you can back one or the other, and achieve the goal you wish.’ He sighed, and there was a momentary sadness in his face, in spite of the relief. ‘I cannot say how much I appreciate you, Oliver.’

Rathbone did not know how to answer; he was even a trifle embarrassed. He directed the conversation towards the practical. ‘Who am I to defend? You said the charge was murder?’

‘Yes. Yes, regrettably so.’

‘Who is he, and who was the victim?’ He knew better than to warn Ballinger not to tell him of any confession, which would jeopardise his standing as an officer of the court.

‘Jericho Phillips,’ Ballinger replied, almost casually.

Rathbone suddenly became aware that Ballinger was watching him intently, but beneath his lashes, as if he would conceal the fact.

‘The man charged with killing the boy found down the river at Greenwich?’ he asked. He had read a little about it, and already he was unaccountably chilled.

‘That’s right,’ Ballinger replied. ‘He denies it. Says the boy ran away, and he has no idea who killed him.’

‘Then why is he charged? They must have some evidence. River Police, isn’t it? Monk is not a fool.’

‘Of course not,’ Ballinger said smoothly. ‘I know he is a friend of yours, or at least he has been in the past. But even good men can make mistakes, especially when they are new to a job, and a little too eager to succeed.’

Rathbone felt more stung on Monk’s behalf than he would have expected to. ‘I haven’t seen him lately, I have been busy, and I imagine so has he, but I still regard him as a friend.’

Regret and contrition filled Ballinger’s face. ‘I apologise. I did not mean to imply otherwise. I hope I have not placed you in a position where you will have to question the judgement of a man you like and respect.’

‘Liking Monk has nothing to do with defending someone he has arrested!’ Rathbone said hotly, realising exactly how much it could have, if he allowed it. ‘Do you imagine that my acquaintance with the police, the prosecution or the judge, for that matter, will have any effect on my conduct of a case? Any case?’

‘No, my dear chap, of course I don’t,’ Ballinger said with profound feeling. ‘That is exactly why my client chose you, and why I fully concurred with his judgement. Jericho Phillips will receive the fairest trial possible if you speak for him, and even if he is found guilty and hanged, we will all be easy at heart that justice has been done. We will never need to waken in the night with doubt or guilt that perhaps we hanged him because his style  of life, his occupation or his personal repulsiveness moved us more than honest judgement. If we are fair to the likes of him, then we are fair to all.’ He rose to his feet and offered his hand. ‘Thank you, Oliver. Margaret is justly proud of you. I see her happiness in her face, and know that it will always be so.’

Rathbone had no choice but to take Ballinger’s hand and clasp it, still with a faint trace of self-consciousness because he was not accustomed to such frankness in matters of emotion.

But after Ballinger had gone, he was also pleased. This would be a supreme challenge, and he would not like losing, but it was an honourable thing Ballinger had asked him to do - obliquely, dangerously honourable. And it would be intensely precious to have Margaret truly proud of him.

It was several more days before Rathbone actually went to Newgate Prison to meet with Jericho Phillips. By this time he had a much greater knowledge both of the specific crime he was charged with, but also - and far more worrying to him - of Phillips’ general pattern of life.

Even so, he was still unprepared for the acute distaste he felt when they met. It was in a small, stone room with no furniture other than a table and two chairs. The single window was high in the wall and let in daylight, but there was nothing to see beyond it but the sky. The motionless air inside smelled stale, as if it held a century’s sweat of fear that all the carbolic in the world could not wash away.

Phillips himself was little above average height, but the leanness of his body and the angular way he stood made him look more. He possessed no grace at all, and yet there was a suggestion of power in him even in so simple an act as rising to his feet as Rathbone came in and the guard closed the door behind him.

‘Mornin’, Sir Oliver,’ Phillips said civilly. His voice was rasping, as if his throat were sore. He made no move to offer his hand, for which Rathbone was grateful.

‘Good morning, Mr Phillips,’ he replied. ‘Please sit down. Our  time is limited, so let us use it to the full.’ He was slightly uncomfortable already. He felt an unease almost like a brush of physical fear. And yet Phillips was no threat to him at all. As far as he knew, to Phillips he was the one man on his side.

Phillips obeyed, moving stiffly. It was the only thing that betrayed his fear. His hands were perfectly still; he did not stammer or shake.

‘Yes, sir,’ he said obediently.

Rathbone looked at him. He had sharp features and the pallid skin of one who lives largely away from the sunlight, but there was nothing soft in him, from his spiky hair to his glittering eyes, his strong hands and his narrow, bony shoulders. He had the physical build of poverty - thin chest, slightly crooked legs - and yet he had learned not to show the usual limp of deformity.

‘Your solicitor informs me that you wish to plead “not guilty”,’ Rathbone began. ‘The evidence against you is good, but not conclusive. Our greatest difficulty will be your reputation. Jurors will weigh the facts, but they will also be moved by emotion, whether they are aware of it or not.’ He watched Phillips’ face to judge whether he understood. He saw the instant flash of intelligence, and something that could almost have been mistaken for humour, were the situation not so desperate.

‘Course they will,’ Phillips agreed with the faintest smile. ‘Feeling’s where we get ’em, ’cos, yer see, Mr Durban weren’t anything like the good man they think ’e were. ’E ’ated me for a long time, an’ ’e made it ’is life’s work ter see me ’ang, whether I done anything for it or not. An’ Mr Monk took over from ’im just like ’e stepped into a dead man’s shoes, an’ ’is coat and trousers as well. Careless, they were, both of ’em. An’ from wot Mr Ballinger says, yer’s clever enough an’ straight enough ter show it, if it’s true, whether they were yer friends or not.’

Rathbone became uncomfortably aware that Phillips in turn was studying his reaction just as closely, and probably with just as acute a judgement. He did everything he could to keep all expression from his face.

‘I see. I shall look at the evidence in that light, not only for its validity, but as to how it was obtained. If there were errors it may work to our advantage.’

Phillips shivered, struggled to conceal it, and failed.

The room was chilly because the damp seemed never entirely to leave it, in spite of the August heat outside.

‘Are you cold, Mr Phillips?’ Rathbone forced himself to remember that this man was his client, and innocent of the crime he was charged with until such time as he was proven guilty beyond reasonable doubt.

Something flared in Phillips’ eyes: memory, fear. ‘No,’ he lied. Then he changed his mind. ‘It’s just this room.’ His voice changed and became hoarser. ‘It’s wet. In my cell I can hear . . . dripping.’ His body went rigid. ‘I hate dripping.’

And yet the man chose to live on the river. He must never be away from the slap of the waves and the shifting of the tide. It was only in here, where the walls sweated and dripped, that he could not control his hatred of it. Rathbone found himself looking at Phillips with a new interest, something almost like a respect. Was it possible that he deliberately forced himself to face his phobia, live with it, test himself against it every day? That would be a strength few men possessed, and a discipline most would very definitely avoid. Perhaps he had assumed a great deal about Jericho Phillips that he should not have.

‘I will look into your accommodation closely,’ he promised. ‘Now let us put our attention to what we have so far . . .’

 



When the morning of the trial came, Rathbone was as ready as it was possible to be. The excitement of the eve of battle fluttered inside him, tightening his muscles, making his stomach knot, burning within him in a fire nothing else could ignite. He was afraid of failure, full of doubts as to whether the wild plan he had in mind could work - and even, in darker moments, whether it ought to. And yet the hunger to try was compulsive, consuming.  It would be a landmark in history if he succeeded in gaining an acquittal for a man like Jericho Phillips, because the procedure was flawed, well motivated but essentially dishonest, drawn by emotion, not fact. That path, no matter how understandable in the individual instance, in the end would lead only to injustice, and therefore sooner or later to the hanging of an innocent man, which was the ultimate failure of the law.

He looked at himself in the glass and saw his reflection with its long nose, sensitive mouth, and always humour in the dark eyes. He stepped back and adjusted his wig and gown until they were perfect. There were approximately fifteen minutes to go.

He still wished that he knew who was paying his very considerable fee, but Ballinger had steadfastly refused to tell him. It was quite true that Rathbone did not need to know. Ballinger’s assurance that the man was reputable, and the money obtained honestly, was sufficient to put all suspicion to rest. It was curiosity that drove Rathbone, and possibly a desire to know if there were facts to do with someone else’s guilt that were being held from him. It was that second possibility that above all compelled him to give Phillips the finest defence he could.

There was a discreet knock on the door. It was the usher to tell him that it was time.

The trial began with all the ceremony the Old Bailey commanded. Lord Justice Sullivan was presiding, a man in his late fifties with a handsome nose and very slightly receding chin. His shock of dark hair was hidden beneath his heavy, full-bottomed wig, but his bristling brows accentuated the somewhat tense expression of his face. He conducted the opening procedures with dispatch. A jury was sworn, the charges read, and Richard Tremayne, QC began the case for Her Majesty against Jericho Phillips.

Tremayne was a little older than Rathbone, a man with a curious face, full of humour and imagination. He would have appeared much more at home in a poet’s loose-sleeved shirt and wearing an extravagant cravat. Rathbone had seen him wear exactly that,  one evening at a party in his large house whose lawn backed onto the Thames. They had been playing croquet, and losing an inordinate number of balls. The late sun was setting, falling in reds and peaches on the water, bees buzzing lazily in the lilies, and nobody knew or cared who won.

And yet Tremayne both loved and understood the law. Rathbone was not sure at all whether he was a fortunate choice or an unfortunate one as his opponent.

The first witness Tremayne called was Walters of the Thames River Police, a solid man with a mild manner and buttons that had such a high polish they shone in the light. He climbed the steep, curving steps to the witness box and was sworn in.

In the dock, higher up, opposite the judge’s bench and sideways on to the jury, Jericho Phillips sat between two blank-faced guards. He looked very sober, almost as if he might be frightened. Was that to impress the jury, or did he really believe Rathbone would fail? Rathbone hoped it was the latter. He would keep the appearance without the chance of it slipping and betraying him.

Rathbone listened to what the river policeman had to say. It would be foolish for the barrister to question any of the facts; that was not the tactic he proposed to use. Now all he needed to do was take note.

Tremayne was intelligent, charming, born to privilege, and perhaps a little indolent. He was due for an unpleasant surprise.

‘The message came to us at the Wapping Station,’ Walters was saying. ‘Lightermen’d found a body, an’ they reckoned as we should go and look at it.’

‘Is that usual, Mr Walters?’ Tremayne asked. ‘I presume there are tragically many bodies found in the river.’

‘Yes, sir, there are. But this one weren’t an accident. Poor beggar’d ’ad ’is throat cut from ear to ear,’ Walters replied grimly. He did not look up at Phillips, but it was obvious from the rigidity of his shoulders and the way he stared fixedly at Tremayne that he had been told not to.

Tremayne was very careful. ‘Could that have happened accidentally ?’ he asked.

Walters’ impatience sounded in his voice. ‘’Ardly, sir. Apart from ’is throat cut, an’ ’e were only a boy, there were burn marks on ’is arms, like from cigars. They called us because they thought’e’d been murdered.’

‘How do you know that, Mr Walters?’

Rathbone smiled to himself. Tremayne was nervous, even though he believed his case to be unassailable, or he would not be so pedantic. He was expecting Rathbone to attack at every opportunity. It would be pointless to object to this as hearsay. It would make Rathbone look desperate, because the answer was obvious.

Lord Justice Sullivan’s lips curved in a very slight smile also. He read both of them and understood. For the first time since they began, there was a flash of interest in his eyes. He sensed a duel of equals, not the execution he had expected.

‘I know it ’cos they said so when they asked us to come,’ Walters replied stolidly.

‘Thank you. Who is the “us” you refer to? I mean who from the River Police did go?’

‘Mr Durban an’ me, sir.’

‘Mr Durban being your commanding officer, the head of the River Police at Wapping?’

‘Yes, sir.’

Rathbone considered asking why Durban was not testifying, although of course he knew, but most of the jury would not.

Lord Justice Sullivan beat him to it. He leaned forward, his expression mild and curious. ‘Mr Tremayne, are we to hear from this Commander Durban?’

‘No, my lord,’ Tremayne said grimly. ‘I regret to say, Mr Durban died at the very end of last year, giving his life to save others. That is the reason we have called Mr Walters.’

‘I see. Please proceed,’ Sullivan directed.

‘Thank you, my lord. Mr Walters, will you please tell the Court  where you went in answer to the summons, and what you found there.’

‘Yes, sir.’ Walters squared his shoulders. ‘We went down the Limehouse Reach, about level with Cuckold’s Point, an’ there was a lighterman, a ferryman and a couple o’ barges all anchored an’ waiting. One o’ the barges’d caught up the body of a boy, maybe twelve or thirteen years old. The lighterman’d seen it and raised the cry. O’ course, you can’t stop a barge, still less a string of ’em, all of a sudden, like. So they’d gone a good ’undred yards or so before they threw out an anchor an’ got to look at what they ’ad.’ His voice sank even lower and he was unable to keep the emotion out of it. ‘Poor kid was in an ’ell of a mess. Throat cut right across, from one ear to the other, an’ been dragged an’ bashed around so it were a wonder ’is ’ead ’adn’t come off altogether. ’Ee were caught in some ropes, otherwise, of course, he’d ’ave gone out with the tide, an’ we’d never ’ave found him before the sea an’ the fish ’ad ’im down to bone.’

On his high seat Sullivan winced and closed his eyes. Rathbone wondered if any of the jurors had seen that small gesture of revulsion or noticed that Sullivan was more than usually pale.

‘Yes, I see.’ Tremayne gave the tragedy of it full importance by waiting to make sure the court had time to dwell on it also. ‘What did you do as a result of this discovery?’

‘We asked ’em to tell us exactly what ’appened, where they were when they reckoned the barge’d run onto the body, ’ow far they’d dragged it without realising . . .’

Sullivan frowned, looking sharply at Tremayne.

Tremayne saw it. ‘Mr Walters, if they did not know the body was there, how could they have estimated how far they had dragged it?’

Amused by the irony of the arguments and Tremayne’s exactness, Rathbone hid a smile; if he were seen to display any lack of horror or pity now it would tell against him later.

‘Because o’ the last time someone ’ad to ’ave seen it if it were  there, sir,’ Walters said grimly. ‘Someone passed astern o’ you, they’d see.’

Tremayne nodded. ‘Precisely so. And how far had that been?’

‘Around Horseferry Stairs. Passed a ferry going in, pretty close. Must ’ave run afoul o’ the poor little begger some time after that.’

‘Did you know who he was, this dead child?’

Walters winced, his face suddenly transformed by anger and pity. ‘No, sir, not then. There’s thousands o’ children on the river, one way or the other.’

‘Did you work on the case after that, Mr Walters?’

‘No, sir. It was mostly Mr Durban hisself, and Mr Orme.’

‘Thank you. Please remain there, in case my learned friend, Sir Oliver, wishes to ask you anything.’ Tremayne walked back across the open space of the floor and gestured in invitation to Rathbone.

Rathbone rose to his feet, thanked him, and walked calmly into the centre of the court. Then he looked up at the witness stand to where Walters was waiting, his face heavy and apprehensive.

‘Good morning, Mr Walters,’ he began. ‘I shall not detain you long. May I compliment you on the marvellous work the River Police do for us. I believe that in the nearly three-quarters of a century that you have existed you have reduced crime on the river by a staggering amount. In fact you solve over ninety per cent of the crimes you address, do you not?’

Walters straightened himself and stood fully an inch taller. ‘Yes, sir. Thank you, sir.’

‘You are rightly proud. It is a great service to Her Majesty, and to the people of London. Am I correct in thinking that the murder of this boy stirred a deep anger in you?’
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