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Prologue


September 1799 – Paris


Fear gripped every part of Antoine Flauhault’s anatomy as he descended the stairs of his apartment on rue de la Verité. At the street door he hesitated and looked up and down the deserted boulevard, still damp from the night’s rain. He knew he no longer had a choice. It was a question of when, and not if, he was caught. He stepped across the threshold and walked to the waiting caleche, glistening in the pale light of a crescent moon. The next hour would be the most dangerous. The risk of being stopped and searched by one of the ragbag patrols that had become such a feature of the city, would lessen once he had left the capital behind.


Flauhault, aide-de-camp to the general officer commanding the Garde du Directoire, nodded at the driver and settled back into his seat as the carriage rumbled forward. At the junction with rue Saint Martin, they turned south towards the Seine, the black outline of the Palais de Justice visible through the gloom. He leaned forward and stared out of the window at the silent streets. It would have been safer travelling by day. He would have been one amongst many and his reason for being on the road more plausible. But he didn’t have the luxury of time. He dropped his hand to the hem of his coat and felt for the document that had been sewn into the lining. It would be safe there from all but the most determined of searches.


Soon they had crossed the river into the rue de Faubourg. There was still no sign of a patrol. Flauhault began to breathe more easily. To the right, the tall rectangular shape of the Observatory signalled the beginning of open country.


A sudden shout. Angry. Aggressive. From somewhere up ahead.


The caleche slowed to a halt and a bearded face appeared at the carriage window, a red, white and blue rosette pinned to the hat perched on his head, a belligerent look in his eyes.


‘Your papers, citoyen, if you please.’


Flauhault removed a parchment from his pocket book and handed it over, hoping the man couldn’t read. If he could, he’d realise the parchment was his appointment to the Garde du Directoire and not a passport to travel. With luck the wax seal and ribbon would be enough to convince the guard to let him pass. An anxious two minutes passed. Then he was through.


Countless days and sleepless nights followed as Flauhault fled south. He had little doubt that by now his flight from Paris had been noted and a search for him instigated. The authorities would be somewhere close behind.


He rested by day, always in remote hamlets and farmsteads, away from the highways he might have been expected to take. Several times he came close to capture; pursuing troops fanning out across the countryside in search of him. Exhausted almost beyond endurance, he often considered giving up, yet each time he continued for what he believed was the greater good of France.


He reached Lourdes and the foothills of the Pyrenees at the end of the month to find the town overrun with gendarmes and troops. Every house was being searched. To remain meant certain capture and death. Yet a return to Paris was also an impossibility.


‘Destroy the caleche,’ he said to his driver. ‘Leave one of the horses for me. You take the other one and return home. They are not looking for you.’


That night he made his way to the coaching inn on the edge of the town, to the room where he had arranged to meet the Spanish merchant who was his contact with the outside world.


‘You have it?’ asked the Spaniard, after they had spoken for a little while.


‘Take care of it,’ said Flauhault, handing him the tightly folded sheets of paper. ‘And of yourself, of course. Now I must go. It is not safe here.’


*


An hour later, the unknown Spaniard left his room. He knew his way around the town and the mountains behind. He would not be seen. In a short while he would slip across the border and disappear. He made his way downstairs and out through a side door, into a darkened alley. At the corner of the main street, he stopped. On the opposite side he could see a large group of armed men carrying torches. They were gathered round something and shouting excitedly. He waited, curious as to the reason. Suddenly, an officer appeared and the crowd parted. In the centre, a man was kneeling on the ground, his head bowed.


It was Antoine Flauhault.









Chapter 1


October 1799, Erith, Kent, by the River Thames


Mary Cox was never to see her husband again. She stood at the window and watched him walk quickly down the lane towards the pier. She had no reason to fear for his safety, except that he’d been behaving oddly these last few days. It was as though something was troubling him, something he had refused to discuss with her, much though she’d tried to engage him on the subject. She struggled to dismiss the concerns from her thoughts. In all probability it was something to do with his work as the sailing master of a hoy. It would soon resolve itself. It always had done.


She continued to look out of the window long after her husband had disappeared round a bend in the road. Then she walked into the back room. She had plenty to keep her occupied. He would be home in three or four days, a week at the most. His work took him to London where he might have to wait for a day or two for a new load to become available. Then he’d transport it to Sheerness or Chatham before returning home. It was a good job, even if it didn’t bring in much money.


She stopped by the back door, her hand resting on the latch, and gazed out over the Thames, to the broad sweep of the Essex marshes on the far side. She knew she wasn’t being honest with herself. Her husband’s problems were a deal more serious than she’d been prepared to accept. He had, in an unguarded moment, hinted as much. She remembered the two men she’d seen talking to him at the front gate, a week since. They lived in the village but she’d never cared for them although her husband had seemed oddly pleased by their visit, as though a weight had been lifted from his mind.


She closed the back door, the room suddenly gloomy. She preferred it that way. The absence of light hid the black soot that covered the wall above the fireplace, the threadbare rug in front of her husband’s chair and the cracks in the small windowpanes through which the winter gales would blow. There was little point in thinking about what needed to be done. After the food was bought, what spare money there was had to be spent on wood for the fire and the other essentials of daily life. Worrying would make no difference to all that.


She stood still for a moment, drained of energy and in need of some rest. Her three daughters were still at the village school and it would be some time before they returned home for their midday meal. She climbed the steep, narrow stairs to the single bedroom she and her husband shared with their children. Later, she would get up and see to their needs.


But not now. Not for the moment. She thought again about her husband and wished he’d told her about whatever it was that was troubling him.


*


Daniel Creech, a sailmaker in the parish of Whitechapel, to the east of London, leaned his short, stocky frame against the bar of the Royal Oak, Rotherhithe, and watched the man’s arrival with more than usual interest. The rumours had been circulating for a day or two and he was anxious not to let the opportunity they presented slip through his fingers. He knew that what a dozen men were aware of today, three times that number would know by the end of the week. And that would unnecessarily complicate matters.


He was, above all, a practical man who perfectly understood the minds of those who lived and worked on the river and the streets round about. For him, guile and physical strength went hand in hand. What could not be achieved with one would be dealt with by the other. His natural inclination tended to the latter course, and he enjoyed the thrill of seeing pain and fear in another man’s eyes. There was something deeply pleasurable, almost sexual in the excitement that coursed through his forty-five-year-old veins in the moment of physical violence. Even with advancing middle age and the appearance of the first strands of grey in his otherwise pitch-black hair, he had lost none of the satisfaction that such occasions gave him.


‘All right, Coxy?’ Creech smiled in what he imagined was a friendly sort of way, his narrow, almost aquiline face scarred by smallpox, his coal-black eyes without a trace of warmth. He’d heard about Cox’s recent difficulties. Gambling was a mug’s game, in his opinion. The scrub should never have become involved. He was surprised he had.


The fellow had always struck him as a man he could do business with, the sort of cully who’d do what he was told and keep his mouth shut. Of course he’d do his own bit of thieving here and there. It was what everyone did and was as much a part of their lives as the air they breathed. But Coxy was in danger of forgetting the point beyond which it would be dangerous for him to go. As far as Creech was concerned that territory was reserved for men like him, men who knew how to ensure the profitability of what they did, and who didn’t mind who got hurt in the process. He would have to bring Coxy back into line. All gentle, like.


‘Drink?’ he said, raising his eyebrows. ‘On me, like.’


‘I’ll have a beer, since you’re asking.’ Rob Cox, sailing master of the hoy, the Sisters, leaned an elbow on the bar and tipped a sweat-soaked sou’wester onto the back of his head. He was not a fit man. Overweight and approaching his half century, his body bore the hallmarks of a lifetime spent out of doors, battered by all that nature could throw at him.


‘You look all in, mate. Everything all right?’


‘Aye. Just knackered.’


Creech glanced round the near-empty room. ‘I hear you might’ve got a job what’s worth a bob or two,’ he said.


‘Oh, aye?’ Cox looked up sharply. ‘Where did you hear that, then?’


‘Here and there. You know how it is.’ Creech held up his hands in mock surrender.


Cox looked over his shoulder. When he turned back, his eyes had narrowed. ‘What’s it to you, anygate?’


‘Folk round here tell me you need money. Lots of it. And quick.’


Cox shrugged his shoulders but said nothing, a look of defeat in his exhausted eyes.


‘As it happens I might be able to put some money your way, if you’re interested,’ said Creech.


‘What’s that all about, then?’ A faint gleam of hope sparked briefly in Cox’s eyes.


‘You tell me about this job I’ve been hearing on and after that your old mate Creech will take care of all your troubles.’


There was a long silence while Cox seemed to wrestle with his thoughts. Finally, he said, ‘I don’t know, Creech. I don’t want no trouble.’


‘You ain’t been listening to me, me old cock.’ The smile had gone from the sailmaker’s face, his mouth now twisted into a snarl, his eyes narrowed into mere pinpricks of anger. ‘I ain’t asking you, Coxy. You is going to tell me what I want to know about a certain ship what’s got a handsome cargo just begging to fall into my lap.’


‘I didn’t mean no disrespect, Creech. Only—’


‘Yeah, well, there’s enough scallywags what’s heard the story and I ain’t about to let none of them get the best of old Creech. And you, my son, is going to help me.’


‘What can I do, Creech? I ain’t got the job yet. And without the papers, they ain’t going to give it to me, neither.’


‘I ain’t stupid, cock,’ said Creech, reaching across and gripping the unfortunate Cox by the throat. ‘You’re going to make sure you get the job, all legal, like. I want the silk what’s in that ship. You understand me? You do that and I’ll take care of the rest, never you fret.’


Cox nodded mutely.


‘That’s a good man. When will you know?’


‘Maybe tomorrow,’ said Cox, rubbing his neck in short, nervous movements. ‘Maybe the day after. All depends on me guv’nor.’


‘Don’t piss me, Coxy,’ said Creech, leaning in close, an unpleasant edge to his voice. ‘You know how that upsets me.’









Chapter 2


It was another week before Rob Cox brought the Sisters to a mooring buoy in the Galley Quay Road, close to the Custom House in the Port of London, and made her fast. The regular journey up from Sheerness had taken longer than expected and he was ready for his bunk. Tomorrow he would visit the hoy’s owner and see if he’d been given the job of collecting the silk. The last time he’d asked, he’d been sent away with a flea in his ear.


He’d not, as he’d promised he would, been back to see Creech. There’d been no point – not until he knew whether or not he was to collect the silk. A shiver passed up his spine. It was never a good idea to ignore Creech, however good the excuse. Yet the more he thought about it, the less enamoured he was with the prospect of throwing in his lot with a villain of Creech’s reputation. It wasn’t that he had any moral concerns about what was being proposed. But he didn’t much care for the idea of stealing property for which he was personally responsible. The chances of getting away with it were next to none. On the other hand, it did offer him a way out of his financial woes.


He thought of his wife and children. The gambling debt had been like a lead weight hanging over their lives. The risk he’d taken had been appalling. It wasn’t as if the money had even been his. It wasn’t. He could see all this now, in hindsight, but at the time his actions had seemed to promise a better future for them all.


He looked down the length of the Pool and across the Isle of Dogs towards an unseen cottage on the outskirts of the village of Erith, twenty or so miles to the east. His wife and daughters would be sitting round the table for their evening meal. If they were lucky a neighbour would have brought them a rabbit for the pot. If not . . . Cox shut his eyes, unwilling to think about it. There was no one to blame but himself. His earnings had been barely enough to feed them even before his fall from grace. He thought again of what Creech had said: You tell me about this job . . . your old mate Creech will take care of all your troubles.


‘Cox?’ The voice made him jump. He looked over the starboard rail. A skiff was approaching. There were two men on board, both of whom he knew, and wished he didn’t. ‘A word in your shell-like?’


Cox felt his stomach tighten. He doubted if either Gabriel Marr or Joe Gott would take no for an answer. Reluctantly, he waved them in.


‘We’s been talking to Creech,’ said Gott, a dour, heavily built man, his thick, muscular arms and broad shoulders an odd contrast to his bald minuscule skull that seemed to have been fashioned almost as an afterthought by the Almighty on a bad day. ‘He’s very disappointed in you, Coxy. Seems you didn’t want to accept his generous offer of help. That ain’t very friendly. What d’you think, Marr?’


‘It ain’t friendly at all,’ said Marr, turning a pair of ice-blue eyes in Cox’s direction. Shorter and less powerfully built than his companion, he was, Cox already knew, prone to acts of violence even more extreme than his paymaster, Daniel Creech.


‘Thing is, Coxy,’ said Gott, ‘Creech wants to see you.’


‘Now?’ Cox was finding it difficult to breathe as he watched first one and then the other of the two men climb onto the deck of the Sisters.


‘What d’you think?’ sneered Gott, his face close to Cox’s. ‘Of course, now. Get in the boat. We ain’t got all night.’


*


Tom Pascoe, a river surveyor with the marine police institution at the Wapping police office, gazed longingly at the row of beer barrels set against the far wall of the Harp public house on Harp Lane, in the City of London. A tall, good-looking man in his late twenties, with a thick mane of yellow hair tied at the nape, his life was at something of a crossroads.


Four years ago, he’d been a recently promoted master and commander in the King’s Navy, the proud captain of a sloop of war and the supreme authority over all that he surveyed. But within months he, like many of his brother officers, had been put ashore on indefinite leave by their Lordships of the Admiralty, his beloved sloop handed to someone with a deal more influence than he could muster. In need of an income he’d been obliged to accept a position as master of a West India barque until that, too, had ended rather more abruptly than he might have wished. Once more without work, he’d been offered his present role with the newly formed marine police based at Wapping, in July last year.


Tom wrenched his gaze away from the beguiling view of the beer barrels. Several times in the last half-hour he’d risen to his feet, intent on ordering himself a quart pot of Hammond’s. And each time he’d sat down again, overwhelmed by a feeling of inadequacy.


He’d not ventured into any liquor shop in over a month; had thought himself free of the demons that had hounded him since Peggy’s death. He moistened his lips and glanced out through the doorway of the cubicle in which he was sitting. The taproom beyond was crowded, as it usually was, whatever the day or the hour, the air heavy with the smell of tobacco smoke and human sweat. The sudden desire for that sense of oblivion, into which he had so often descended in recent times, was in danger of overwhelming him. Only one thing kept him in check. He felt in his pocket and drew out a crumpled sheet of paper. Carefully, he laid it on the table in front of him. It was a letter from his mother.




My dearest Tom, pray do not, I beg, think ill of me, but your brother, William, is growing quickly and has, for some time now, expressed a wish to see London and to meet you, of whom he has heard so much. I confess I do not care for the notion and have worried about what would become of him in that vast place if he were to have his wish. But he is determined and I no longer have the strength nor the will to stand in his way. If only you will agree to receive him and take care of him for a little while, my mind will be eased. He is a good boy, anxious to learn and obedient. I am sure he will cause you no alarm or distress.





The letter had arrived more than a month ago, but Tom had not replied immediately, putting off the moment when he would have to do so, afraid of what he had become, of what would be expected of him. He’d never seen the boy, had been at sea when his own father had died and his mother had married again. Later she’d written to him with news of the arrival of a new brother but in spite of that, he’d not returned home. The lad would be ten now. Tom stuffed the letter back into his pocket. For better or worse he’d finally replied to her letter and agreed to look after the lad. He clambered to his feet and stumbled blindly towards the door.


‘Well, if it ain’t Master Pascoe,’ said a voice from the door of the cubicle. ‘Didn’t expect to see you in these parts, your honour. You stopping for a drink?’


Tom turned to see a pair of protuberant eyes squinting up at him from under a curtain of matted hair, its face pale, almost sickly, a gnarled fist clamped round a drinking pot. For a moment Tom wavered. Just one drink. It couldn’t do any harm. With an effort, he looked away.


‘No, thankee, Joseph. I was just leaving.’ He adjusted the battered blue and white uniform coat that he still wore from his Navy days, and started for the door.


‘Thing is, Master Pascoe, I was hoping to find you.’ Joseph Gunn, a lighterman and regular guest at London’s houses of correction, waved his half-empty pewter mug in Tom’s direction. ‘I’ve been hearing things what you might be interested in.’


‘Outside, then,’ said Tom. He knew he ought to be paying greater attention to the man. The fellow was one of his more reliable informants. But he could feel a headache coming on, probably exacerbated by the struggle he was having with his desire for a drink. He led the way out into Harp Lane where he paused for a moment, trying to clear his head.


‘What is it you wanted to talk to me about?’ he asked, suddenly wishing he’d stayed where he was and had the drink he so desperately wanted.


‘Not here, Master Pascoe,’ said Gunn glancing over his shoulder. ‘Somewhere more private, if it’s all the same to you.’


‘Over there, then,’ said Tom, pointing down the street. A minute or so later they had reached the junction with St Dunstan’s Hill and were standing opposite a church. ‘In there. We’ll not be disturbed.’


The heavy oak door of St Dunstan’s-in-the-East was not locked, and the two of them went in and sat on one of the pews. The smell of damp diffused with that of polish reminded Tom of the church in Bamburgh on the Northumberland coast to which his parents had taken him each Sunday, all those years ago. St Aidan’s was not so different to this place – exuding the same sense of peace and tranquillity that he remembered so well and which had been largely absent from his life since he’d left home.


He stared up at the high altar draped in heavy damask and wondered if he would ever again experience that peace. The crushing weight of Peggy’s demise had defined his waking hours and seldom did an hour go by when he did not blame himself for what had happened. For a while, his drinking had dulled the pain, but he’d known it couldn’t continue. It was affecting his ability to think and act as he had once done. Perhaps more to the point, it was threatening his future within the river police, an organisation he had grudgingly come to admire since its formation in the summer of ’98.


‘What did you want to tell me?’ he said, forcing his mind back to the present.


‘Like I told you, Master Pascoe, I’ve been hearing some of the lads talking. Seems there’s a large cargo of silk bales what’s just arrived aboard a brig. Some of the boys is showing an unhealthy interest in it.’


‘Where did you hear this?’


‘I overheard some scallywags as I ain’t seen before, Master Pascoe. They was in the Harp, not a day since.’


‘Did they say when this was going to happen?’ said Tom, his mind less than wholly attendant on what the man was saying.


‘Not as I heard.’


‘And the brig? What’s her name? Where’s she lying?’


‘Don’t know more than that, your honour. There was a lot of noise and I couldn’t rightly hear everything. Is it any good for you, your honour?’


‘Thankee, Joseph.’ Tom tried to sound enthusiastic. He fished a couple of pennies out of his coat pocket and tipped them into the man’s outstretched hand. ‘I’ll have a nose round and see what I can find out. Let me know if you hear anything else.’


Tom waited for his informant to leave, his gaze travelling round the empty church, its medieval walls hung with exquisite wood carvings. The information he’d been given was of the sort that swilled round the waterfront on a daily basis; the idle chatter of those with too much time on their hands – or a score to settle. He doubted if it was worth the effort required to pursue it. The arrival of a consignment of silk through the Port of London was hardly an unusual event and even if it had been, where was he supposed to start looking for it?


He got up and walked out into the autumn sunshine. Joseph Gunn was shambling down St Dunstan’s Hill towards the river. Perhaps he owed it to him to make some sort of an effort. The thought quickly passed, replaced by another as the desire for a drink forced its way to the forefront of his consciousness.









Chapter 3


‘That snout of yours, sir. D’you believe him?’ Sam Hart stood at the first-floor window of the police office in Wapping, watching a couple arguing in the street below. He turned back into the room and crossed to a chair where he sat down opposite Tom, his left arm held stiffly across his chest as though he were in pain.


‘Who? Joseph Gunn?’ said Tom. He caught sight of Sam’s laboured movements. He knew the reason. The bullet had, after all, been meant for him, rather than Sam. His mind flashed back to the moment it had happened. He could see the Frenchman approaching them, his pistol cocked and ready to shoot. He’d barely had time to register the scene before the gun had seemed to explode, a tongue of fire spitting from its muzzle. No more than a heartbeat later he’d felt the quiver of air and heard the low hiss of the bullet as it shaved past his head. When the smoke had cleared, he’d seen Sam lying in the road, clutching at his chest. In that moment of blind anger and fear for his friend’s life, his own pistol had spat out its message of retaliation, killing the Frenchman outright.


Tom had known he should not have done it. André Dubois had already thrown down his pistol, and the knife that had replaced it. His arms had been raised in surrender. He had often wondered, in the weeks that followed, if his actions on that day could have been attributed to his drinking. The subsequent coroner’s inquest had, much to his relief, issued a verdict of lawful killing and made no mention of the state of his mind at the critical moment. It had, nevertheless, been a sharp reminder of his own limitations, his view of humanity seen through the narrow prism of experience, his words, thoughts and actions defined by the harsh and unforgiving reality of naval life where failure meant instant retribution. He knew he had to change, to put behind him the mind of the warrior, the attitudes forged in the heat of battle. It would not be easy. His shortness of temper would surely see to that.


After the shooting he’d taken Sam Hart to the accident hospital in the Whitechapel road and waited anxiously for news of his condition. ‘The hurt is not, of itself, serious,’ the physician on duty in the Receiving Room had eventually told him. ‘The bullet struck a small but thick book of some kind that your friend was wearing in a pouch around his neck. I say it’s not serious but we’ll have to wait and see if the shock of the impact gives rise to the fever. If it does, then we must pray that he is strong enough to survive it.’


The fever had come that night, reaching its crisis in the small hours of the following morning before leaving Sam, weak and exhausted, as the sun rose on a new day.


Several days were to pass before Sam was fit enough to be released and be given his certificate of discharge by the hospital authorities. It was a further week before Tom was to discover the nature of the book which had been instrumental in saving his friend’s life.


‘It’s the siddur,’ Sam had explained as he’d tucked the battered volume of Jewish prayers into a new pouch around his neck. And that had been that. He had said no more by way of explanation and Tom had not thought to pursue the matter. Within days, Sam had insisted on returning to the police office, regardless of his inability to pull an oar, still less involve himself in the violent surroundings of the port.


‘Sir?’


Tom looked up blankly.


‘Sorry, Sam, I was thinking of something else. Do I believe my informant?’ Tom hesitated, conscious that he’d done little to check Joseph Gunn’s story. ‘It’s not a question of believing him or not. It’s a question of whether we can do anything about it even if I did believe him. We can’t search every ship in the port. Not without a lot of help. At the moment the information is just too vague.’


‘What about Lloyd’s, sir?’


‘Yes, I’ve been there and had a look at the Register Book. It didn’t help.’


‘So what now?’


Tom expelled a lungful of air and looked up at the ceiling. He wasn’t sure he knew the answer. He found his thoughts straying to the half-empty bottle of gin under the bed in his room. It had lain there, untouched, for several weeks. But . . . With an effort, he pushed the image from his mind.


‘Put the word round with your snouts,’ he managed at last. ‘Get John Kemp and Jim Higgins to do the same with theirs. See what you can dig up. If there’s anything to the story, somebody will know . . . What’s the matter?’


‘I completely forgot to tell you, there’s a young lad what’s asking to see you. Says you’d know what it were about. He’s in the entrance hall.’


‘Grief, Sam, how long’s he been waiting?’ said Tom, leaping to his feet and heading for the door. ‘I warrant that’s my young half-brother.’


*


Tom saw him from the top of the stairs, an untidy mop of fair hair above a face that so closely resembled his mother as to bring a lump to Tom’s throat. The boy was standing by the front door of the police office, staring wide-eyed at the coming and going of people attending before the magistrate. His clothing was freshly washed, Tom noticed, though ragged and patched.


‘William?’ Tom ran down the stairs and held out his hand. ‘I’m Tom. Have you eaten? No? Come, we’ll dine at the Ramsgate. We can talk there.’


Scooping up the boy’s meagre belongings, Tom led the way out through the main door, along the passageway and down into Wapping Street. Within minutes they were turning in through the door of the Town of Ramsgate tavern and climbing the stairs to the first floor where a long, deal table was already occupied by a rowdy group of seamen. Finding a space at the far end, Tom sat his brother down and slid in next to him.


‘First things first, a pot of small beer for you, William. Nothing for me, I regret,’ said Tom, looking longingly at the barrels lined up behind the bar, their polished brass hoops seeming to tease him. He summoned the pot-boy and delivered his order. Then he turned back to his brother. ‘Tell me all about yourself, and your ma, of course. How is she?’


It was a while before the young William relaxed sufficiently to talk about himself and the family that Tom hadn’t seen since he himself was a boy. But gradually the shyness slipped away, aided no doubt by a large bowl of jellied eel and thick slices of white bread and butter, not to mention the small beer.


Tom stared at the surface of the table listening to the boy’s chatter and trying to make sense of the passing of the years, of the choices that had kept him away from home. He’d been about twelve when he’d felt the call of the sea and left to join a collier tramping between Newcastle and London. After that had come his years before the mast on one of His Majesty’s sloops of war, gradually climbing through the ranks to be rewarded with the single epaulette of a master and commander. In the hurly-burly of his life there had never seemed to be enough time to make the journey north to the tiny coastal hamlet of Seahouses, lying in the shadow of Bamburgh Castle; not the time to see his father before he died, or to comfort his mother in her grief and loneliness. They were decisions that had, in the intervening years, often haunted him. Yet he had still not gone.


He looked down at the tousled head now drooping close to the table top, the eyes barely open. The reality of his new responsibility was only now beginning to dawn on him.


‘It’s time you slept, young fellow,’ he said, picking the boy up and carrying him out into the street. ‘Tomorrow we have to decide what you’re to do.’


‘Who’s the nipper, Master Pascoe?’ Tom looked up. A man was shuffling towards him, his head tipped back as though looking into the night sky. In his hand he carried a stick with which he was tapping the road ahead of him.


‘Hello, Jack. Your ears will be the death of you one day. Don’t miss a thing, do you?’


‘Not me, Master Pascoe. Not old Blind Jack. He don’t miss nothing, and that’s the truth.’ The man chortled, the sound mocking and unpleasant. ‘I could tell ’ee a thing or two as what would make your innards tremble. But that’s for another time. Who’s the young’un, Master Pascoe? That’s what old Jack wants to know.’


‘Since you ask, Jack, he’s my brother. He’s come down to stay with me for a while.’


‘Then best you take good care of him,’ said the blind man, lowering his voice. ‘There ain’t no telling what some folk might do with a nipper like him, once they know who he is, like.’


‘They won’t know unless you tell them, Jack. So best you keep it to yourself.’


‘Anything you say, Master Pascoe,’ said the man, seeming to fix Tom with one white, sightless eye. ‘But you mark my words, is all.’


Tom watched him go, disappearing amongst the shadows as surely as if he’d never existed, the tap-tap-tapping of his stick fading into the night, his footsteps as steady and as sure as that of a sighted man.


‘How did that man know I was with you, Tom?’ asked the sleepy voice of his brother. ‘Weren’t he blind?’


‘Aye, he’s blind right enough,’ said Tom. ‘Been that way for years. But he can hear things beyond the limits of ordinary men. He would have heard you even though you weren’t speaking and would have known you were a youngster.’


‘He frightened me. I don’t think I liked him.’


‘Pay him no heed.’ Tom tried to sound convincing. ‘There’s no harm in Blind Jack.’


They walked on over the bridge at Hermitage Dock, past the Goodwyn brewhouse and on towards Burr Street. They were almost there before William spoke again.


‘What did that man mean when he said there was no telling what people might do to me?’


‘I don’t think he knew himself, William. It was just talk. No more than that.’ Tom wished he could believe his own assurances. The waterfront was an often violent place, particularly towards the weak and vulnerable and those who didn’t understand its ways. ‘We’ll be home in a jiffy and you can get some sleep. We’ll talk again in the morning.’


They walked on, Tom still thinking about their meeting with Blind Jack. He wanted to believe it had been a chance meeting but he doubted if that were true. Little happened in this part of London but that Blind Jack got to hear about it, sooner or later. All knowledge was a form of currency in his world, there to be made use of, to barter with and exploit to his advantage.


Tom felt an anxious twinge in his stomach. He couldn’t always be at his brother’s side.









Chapter 4


A thick mist had settled over the river by the time Cox and his minders came in sight of the Royal Oak tavern on Bridge Yard, on the south bank of the Thames. The old timber building hung precariously over the edge of the embankment, supported by a number of heavy stakes that had been sunk into the grey mud. A flight of wooden steps led up from the river and joined a passageway close to the side of the building. It was towards this point that the boat now headed.


Drawing closer, Cox caught sight of a skiff moored beneath the overhanging building and, at first glance, out of reach to anyone wishing to make use of it. Passing close to the vessel, he looked at the underside of the tavern floor and saw a kind of trapdoor through which a man might pass on his way to or from the boat.


‘Catch hold of the pole and make her fast, damn ye,’ said Marr, giving Cox a hard shove in the back. The skiff had turned up into the tide and was slowing. Ahead of them a mooring pole loomed out of the darkness. Cox waited a moment and then, leaning forward, attempted to pass the line round the pole and back into the vessel. It should have been second nature to him, something he did almost every day of his life. But not today. He had leaned forward too early and too far. He scrambled to save himself, narrowly avoiding a ducking. He tried again, and again he fumbled his opportunity, his mind on his impending meeting with Creech. He knew what to expect, had long known of the scrub’s reputation for unpredictability and savage ill humour. He remembered the frightening speed with which Creech’s supposed camaraderie had evaporated the last time they’d met. He’d known, even before that, of the raw anger of which the villain was capable.


‘What’s your bleeding problem, Coxy?’ rasped Marr, pushing him aside and taking the line. Passing it round the pole he looped it into a hitch on the short wooden stump in the bows of the skiff.


‘She’s fast,’ he said, looking contemptuously at Cox. ‘Now get out.’


The three men stepped ashore and climbed the slime-covered stairs to the alley. About halfway along Marr stopped and knocked on a door to the side of the tavern. It was opened by an elderly woman who led them along a corridor smelling of decaying wood and stale tobacco. At the far end she stopped and pointed to a second door, through which they now passed, entering a small room with a window overlooking the river. On a table in the centre of the room was a single candle whose faint yellow glow provided the only light. Two chairs, set against the wall, made up the remaining furniture.


‘All right, Coxy?’ Creech’s voice reached out from a corner of the room furthest from the light. Cox spun round and watched the sailmaker climb to his feet and amble towards him. It was difficult to see his face or to read the tone of his voice. Cox doubted his welcome would be friendly. ‘I were worried about you. I ain’t heard from you the best part of a week. I were beginning to think you didn’t want to talk to your old mate about what we was discussing.’


‘I’ve been down to Sheerness, Creech.’ Cox fiddled nervously with the rim of his hat. ‘Ain’t had no chance to talk to you, see?’


‘You got the job yet?’


‘No. Not yet. I’ll see my guv’nor tomorrow.’


‘You having a laugh?’ Creech leaned forward, his face less than an inch from Cox’s, his breath smelling of stale beer. ‘You’ll be telling me next you still ain’t been told where the ship is.’


‘Honest, Creech. Nobody knows. Not the guv’nor, nor me, nor nobody. Won’t know until we get word from the revenue. It’s on account of them thinking someone might plunder what’s in the hold. All I know is what some cullies told me. They said there was this brig what had this silk on board.’


Cox felt a stinging sensation to his left cheek and realised that he’d been slapped. He hadn’t seen it coming. He raised a hand to his face. It was beginning to throb and his eyes were watering. He knew not to look up, still less to say or do anything that might further antagonise Creech. Behind him, Marr and Gott had stepped closer, their fists clenched as though scarcely able to contain themselves. He closed his eyes, afraid to look. Hot, stale breath touched his mouth. Creech was speaking, his voice hardly above a whisper.


‘I’m warning you, Coxy. You ain’t here tomorrow morning telling me you got the job, then best you keep running ’cos I’m going to be looking for you. You got me? Now piss off afore I change me mind.’


Cox stumbled out of the tavern. He had to get the job. There was no alternative. Somehow he had to convince his employer to give it to him. But his employer owned other barges and employed other sailing masters, any one of whom could be dispatched. What had begun as no more than an idea, a way out of his financial woes, had spiralled out of his control. Cox felt the blood drain from his face as he considered the probable outcome should he fail to win the job. He stopped and leaned against the wall of the tavern, a frightened man.


*


The next morning, Cox shivered in the cold, autumnal air as he walked back from his employer’s house on Cinnamon Street, Shadwell. A white hoar frost covered the ground and the withered branches of the few trees that he passed along the way. He glanced at the bundle of papers his employer had given him. They were his authority to take possession of twenty-one bales of raw Valencia silk, the property of Master Miles Butler, a merchant of Union Street, Spitalfields, and a trunk of ostrich feathers belonging to a certain Master Abraham Cohen, a merchant residing at Bread Street, Cheapside. Both items were, according to the documents, presently in the possession of Captain Forsythe, master of the brig Velocity, now lying at anchor in Stangate Creek, off the River Medway.


Cox was not sure if he was relieved or not. The job offered a way out of his money problems and the chance to begin again. There could even be a little left over to ease the family through the rest of the winter. But there was another part of him which regarded the whole enterprise with deep foreboding. His life was at risk whichever way he turned. If he went through with it and was caught, he’d almost certainly hang. But if he pulled out now he faced the certain prospect of a knife in the throat from Creech or one of his bully boys.


It started to snow, small wet flakes driven before a wind that came bowling out of the north-east, soaking through his threadbare jerkin to the skin beneath. He blew into his cupped hands and pushed them under his armpits. It made little difference, the wind nipping at the tips of his ears and the end of his nose as he crossed the Thames and descended the slope from Tooley Street to the Royal Oak on Bridge Yard.


‘I got the job, Creech,’ he said as soon as he’d caught the sailmaker on his own. ‘Been told to pick up the stuff three days from now.’


‘Come out the back.’ Cox felt an iron grip take his hold of his arm and propel him through to the same room they’d occupied the previous evening. ‘Show me them papers.’


‘It’s the order in council from the commissioners, Creech, that’s all.’


‘Show me.’


Cox dropped the packet onto the table and stood back as Creech scanned the documents that would allow the master of the sailing hoy, Sisters, to take possession of the silk and ostrich feathers and deliver them to the King’s Beam on the Custom House Quay, hard by London Bridge.


‘It says here that all the bales of silk is marked MH and some numbers. What’s that all about?’ said Creech, a suspicious frown on his face.


‘Them’s the initials of the agent, Mr Michael Horton. On account of it makes sure he gets the right goods,’ said Cox, and then, under his breath, ‘If he’s lucky.’


‘And the numbers?’


‘The first one shows the number of bales in the consignment. The second is the running total. So the figure 21 followed by the figure 3 means there is twenty-one bales in the consignment and this is the third bale.’


‘Where’s the ship lying?’ said Creech, after a short pause.


‘Stangate Creek, off the Medway.’


‘Tell me exactly what happens when you get there.’


‘I goes alongside and I gives the captain the order in council what he keeps. The silk and the other stuff gets brought up and put into the Sisters—’


‘Anybody watching what’s going on?’


‘Well, there’s the gangmaster what’s in charge of the lumpers.’


‘Anyone else?’


‘Aye, there’ll be two officers from the revenue. They check all the bales and give me the bill of lading what shows what’s been given to me. Then there’s two more tide waiters what come with me to the Beam.’


‘So you’re watched all the time?’


‘Aye.’


‘How many crew on board?’


‘Don’t rightly know, Creech. Twenty-five maybe. Could be less if they got caught by the press gang. You ain’t thinking of going aboard and nicking the stuff, are you?’


‘Might’ve been,’ said Creech, stroking his chin with the back of his hand. ‘Cut you out, that way.’


‘You can’t do that, Creech,’ said Cox, his voice rising. ‘It were me what told you about the job.’


‘I can do as I please, Coxy.’ A cold smile crossed Creech’s face. ‘You go down to the ship on Friday like what you’re supposed to. Me and the boys will follow you.’


Cox nodded, his face paling. ‘What you got planned?’


‘Never you mind. I’ve got some thinking to do. I’ll tell you what I want you to do before you go.’


*


Daniel Creech stood at the bottom of Spring Street, Shadwell, and looked at the grim procession of dilapidated dwellings stretching north along either side of the road, away from the Thames. If he noticed the thick coating of soot that covered the buildings or the stench of discarded offal rising like a miasma in the afternoon light, or the barefooted children playing amongst this detritus of daily life, he gave no hint of it. His own home was at number thirty-four where he shared a first-floor room with his wife and six other people.


‘Who knows about this?’ he said, his arms folded, his face twisted into an angry scowl as he leaned against the wall of one of the houses. He would have preferred to conduct this conversation in the comparative warmth of his room, but that was impossible. What he had to say was not for general consumption and it was more trouble than it was worth tossing the others out onto the street.


‘There’s a few,’ said a subdued Marr, an abandoned cart between him and his inquisitor. It was seldom an enjoyable experience bringing bad news to Creech. ‘Blind Jack maybe.’


‘Blind Jack? How did that villain find out?’


Creech had always known the story about the silk would do the rounds. He just hadn’t anticipated it would be so widely talked about before he could take advantage of the situation. If he wasn’t quick, things could become messy. And he wanted to avoid that. He ran through the names of the half-dozen or so men who might be expected to try their luck with Velocity’s cargo. None of them would stand aside without a fight. He felt the skin over his knuckles tighten as he clenched his fists.


‘Don’t know how he knew, Creech,’ said Marr. ‘He said it were a pity no one had thought to go and get it. Then he tapped his nose, like he knew we was planning something.’


‘I’ll stop that villain’s mouth up for good if he ain’t careful. You tell him if I hears another word out of him, it’ll be his last. D’you hear?’


‘I’ll have a chat with him,’ said Marr. ‘Blind Jack won’t talk no more.’


‘Good. Where are the others?’


‘They’re waiting round the corner,’ said Marr. ‘You said you’d call them when you wanted them.’


‘Aye, so I did. Go and get them. I don’t want to stand here in the bleedin’ cold any longer than I have to.’


Creech watched as, a minute later, three men rounded the corner and approached him, their faces pitted with coal dust, their ragged clothing stained by sweat, their distrustful eyes probing the open doorways of the houses they passed.


‘You wanted to see us?’ said the first of the newcomers.


‘Aye. Got a job for you. Make rich men of you,’ said Creech, tapping the top of the cart with his index finger. ‘You in?’


‘We’re in, Creech.’ There was a general nodding of heads.


‘Right then, this is what we got . . .’ Creech quickly outlined the bare essentials, withholding both the name of the vessel carrying the silk and its present location. There was no point in telling them more than was absolutely necessary. ‘The goods will be put onto a hoy what is supposed to take it to the Custom House Quay. But she won’t make it that far on account she’s going to stop for us. It’s all arranged. When she stops, we go aboard and that’s the last time they see their precious cargo.’


‘You ain’t planning on doing this in daylight, is you, Creechy?’ said the newcomer who’d previously spoken.


‘When d’you bleedin’ think we was going to do it? Of course it’s going to be daylight,’ said Creech.


‘I don’t think so,’ said the same man. ‘You want to get us all hanged? And what about the revenue what’ll be aboard? We going to fight them, too?’


‘What’s the matter, Haynes? Lost your balls, have you? Who said anything about a fight? No, my son, we won’t be fighting no one. It’s all taken care of. We put the revenue and the crew below deck and keep them there. After that the cargo gets put into a skiff and rowed ashore. That’s where you come in, Smiley. I want you and your boys ready with some carts. As soon as you get the stuff, you take it to the place what I’ll tell you about. You’ll be expected.’


‘When’s all this happening?’


‘Three days from now. The hoy what’s picking up the goods will leave the Galley Quay Road at six o’clock on Friday morning. I want you all at the east end of the quay an hour before that. You all got that?’









Chapter 5


Sam Hart felt a spasm of pain in his chest, where the bullet had struck. He steadied himself against the wall of the police office and waited for it to pass. As far as he was concerned, the only good thing about his injury was that the man who’d inflicted it was dead.


‘Serves the bastard right,’ he muttered.


He levered himself upright and walked gingerly down the steps and into Wapping Street where he turned towards the distant synagogue at Duke’s Place. He didn’t often go there. Had hardly done so since the death of his mother and father some years ago. In his childhood they had dragged him along to the local synagogue in Poland where the family had lived until he was about fourteen. Yet, of late, he had begun to think about the ancient beliefs of his forebears and what they meant to him. He raised a hand to the pouch containing the siddur, and offered up a silent prayer of thanks for his life.


It was strange how things turned out. Had he not begun to think about his faith, he would not have been carrying the siddur, and if he had not been carrying it . . . He shook his head and walked on. It was the first day of the feast of Sukkot and he needed to hurry. There was a man he wanted to see there, someone whose conversation he’d overheard. It had meant nothing to him at the time. But in the last hour or so it had assumed a significance that he could not have imagined.


Less than an hour later, he crossed Duke’s Place to the synagogue occupying the bottom left-hand corner of the square. Mounting the front steps, he passed through the wrought-iron gates guarding the main entrance.


‘Shalom,’ said an attendant, offering him a white tasselled shawl and a kippah, the small black skullcap he was expected to wear. Putting on the cap, he draped the shawl over his shoulders and walked into the building’s cavernous interior. He found a seat near the back and sat down. A few yards away, a young man stood on a raised platform, reading aloud from the Torah, a short stick in his hand seeming to dance along the lines of the text. Sam tried to concentrate, but struggled with the Hebrew. He’d forgotten most of it and could now only understand a word here and there.


He gave up and let his eyes sweep along the rows of prayer shawls and skullcaps occupying the seats in front of him, searching for the man he’d assumed would be here. It felt an impossible task. He’d only ever seen him once or twice before and wasn’t even certain he worshipped here. He was beginning to regret coming. The injury to his chest had started to ache.


A white-haired elderly man in a long kaftan shuffled up the central aisle towards him. Suddenly he stopped, and Sam had the sensation of being stared at. He turned and looked at the gaunt face and deep-set eyes that seemed to bore right through him.


‘Is there something I can do for you, sir?’ asked Sam.


‘You do not recognise me, Master Sam?’


Sam looked at the man for a moment, recognition slowly dawning. ‘Why, Master Isaac, to be sure I did not recognise you.’ He glanced at the raised platform. The young reader had turned and was looking at them. Sam raised a hand in apology and eased himself out into the aisle, beckoning the old man to follow.


An unusually cold north wind was blowing as he emerged into weak sunlight and descended the steps to the square. He stopped and waited for the old man to catch up. Isaac Weil was a tall, bearded man who walked with a pronounced stoop as though embarrassed by his height and anxious to present a smaller profile. Sam had not seen him in many years but remembered him as one of his father’s friends who would occasionally visit the family. A schnorrer by occupation who had honed his begging skills to an art form, the old man was more usually to be found plying his trade outside the ghetto theatre in Goodman’s Fields or doing the rounds of his clients as a synagogue knocker. Sam had once heard him defending this lucrative role as necessary if the pious were to be roused from their beds in time for the morning services.


‘What brings you to this part of London?’ said Sam. ‘As I remember, you always worked further north.’


‘Aye, so I did, Master Sam. But now I mostly go between Southwark and Sheerness. There are many of us Jews down there. It’s safer amongst our own people. But you? You’ve grown into a man since I last saw you.’ He paused and looked quizzically at Sam. ‘I’ve not seen you here before. I thought perhaps you had left the faith – no?’


‘I don’t often come,’ said Sam, embarrassed by his admission. ‘I wanted to speak to a man who worships here. That’s all.’


‘What, pray, is his name?’


‘I know him only as Jacob.’


‘Jacob?’ Isaac thought for a moment, a frown of concentration on his brow. Suddenly, his face cleared. ‘Can you mean Jacob Emden? He does not worship here, Master Sam. He is a Sephardi. You would do better going to Bevis Marks. I sometimes see him there. What did you want him for?’


‘Nothing important,’ said Sam, suddenly wary. There was little to suggest Jacob Emden’s involvement in any wrongdoing but that didn’t matter. The merest hint that Sam might want to question him would be enough to stop the old man talking to him.


*


Sam bid the old man goodbye and left Duke’s Place, armed with the information that the Jacob he sought had a shop somewhere along the north side of the Aldgate. Beyond that, and the fact that he was a dealer in old clothes, his informant had been of little use. Almost every shop in the street – and there were many – dealt in old clothes, the ragged stock hanging on nails on either side of the entrances or suspended on butchers’ hooks above shuttered openings, their owners standing at their doorways, anxious that no potential customer should be lost for want of attention.


Sam walked slowly along the broad thoroughfare, buffeted by a shuffling throng of tangle-bearded men dressed in black, ankle-length gabardines and broad-brimmed hats that reminded him of the Berlin ghetto of his youth. Others begged at the roadside, holding out their hands for such alms as might be given to them, their faces bearing the woebegone expression that was the hallmark of their occupation.


Sam sympathised with their plight as he did with the pedlars who, if it were possible, were even more numerous than the beggars. He’d never been able to ignore those who earned their living in this way, prolific and rudely persistent though they were. They reminded him of his own father and the daily abuse that he’d been forced to endure at the hands of an uncaring world. The experience had left a mark on the young Sam which he’d never forgotten. He sometimes wondered if it had, perhaps subconsciously, led him to cut himself off from the rabbinic faith and those who practised it.


He peered in through the open doors of the shops, searching for a face he had seen only briefly. If he was lucky, Jacob Emden would be able to tell him more about the rumours relating to a quantity of silk expected to arrive on the market in the days ahead. The chance was a slim one. The little he’d overheard of the conversation had hardly been enough to persuade him that his search for information was nearing its end.


The number of shops began to dwindle and finally petered out. Sam stopped and looked back the way he had come, as certain as he could be that he’d checked every premises he’d passed. The shop had to be on the other side of the street. He crossed over and began to walk back towards the city.


He hesitated as the sight of a man standing at the entrance of what appeared to be a private dwelling, his black kaftan bulging over an expansive stomach, a pair of dark brooding eyes set on either side of a large Coptic nose.


‘Master Emden?’ he asked.


‘Yes, I am he,’ said the man, staring at him intently. ‘Who is it that is asking?’


‘My name, sir, is Samuel Hart,’ said Sam. His memory was of someone less rotund. He put the thought behind him. ‘I’ve seen you from time to time at the synagogue in Duke’s Place.’


‘Now I remember,’ said Emden, one hand scratching at the tufts of black hair sprouting from an olive-like face. ‘What brings you here?’


‘As it happens, I was looking for you. I’m with the marine police.’


‘Ahey, I’d heard there was a Jew at the police office in Wapping. Is it permitted to ask why you wished to see me?’


‘Is there somewhere we can talk?’


‘Please.’ Emden swept an arm in the direction of his front door and stood back for Sam to precede him.


‘I was told you was a dealer,’ said Sam, nodding at the near-empty room into which they had stepped. He hadn’t known what to expect. Perhaps a little more evidence of his trade. But there was nothing except a rude shelter made of rough pieces of timber with a roof of pine branches that seemed to have been thrown together in a hurry. It looked oddly out of place.


A long-forgotten memory sidled into his brain, a picture of a similar shelter his own parents had made in their room at about this time of the year. They had told him it was a sukkah, used for the seven days of the feast commemorating the Jews’ flight from Egypt.


‘Yes, I’m a dealer. But not as you imagine. It’s many years since I was compelled to buy and sell rags.’ Emden paused and met Sam’s gaze. ‘But what is it you wanted to speak to me about?’


‘I hear a shipment of silk is expected to become available in the next week or two. I’m hoping you might be able to tell me more about it.’


‘Shipments of silk arrive almost daily from India, from China and from elsewhere. You will have to be more specific, Master Sam.’


Sam strolled to the back of the room and gazed down at the sukkah. ‘You were overheard talking in the synagogue about a quantity of silk which might become available at a special price. Do you recall that conversation?’


‘I am a busy man, Master Sam. I talk to people all the time about matters of business. They approach me and sometimes we do business, sometimes we do not. I regret it extremely but I cannot remember the occasion you refer to.’ Emden sounded suddenly impatient, anxious to be rid of his visitor.


‘We know of a plot to steal a large quantity of silk from a ship recently arrived in this country,’ said Sam, carefully. He was acutely conscious of the social order which separated the two of them. Emden belonged to the Sephardic tradition of the Judaic faith and would, unquestionably, consider himself superior to the Ashkenazi roots to which Sam belonged. He would need to tread with care if he hoped to get anywhere with his inquiry. He pressed on. ‘We also know that once the silk is stolen, it will be necessary to find a buyer. You were heard talking about it. Please think carefully. What do you know of the matter?’


‘Stands it not written in the Talmud,’ said Emden, spreading his arms wide, ‘that he who shames another, spills his blood?’


‘I have not shed your blood, Master Emden,’ said Sam. ‘I have asked you a question. No more.’


There was a long pause as Emden seemed to wrestle with his thoughts. Finally, he said, ‘You are not a true son of Israel, but I will tell you what I know. I was approached by a man I did not know. He told me he was a Sephardi, like myself, and knew of a quantity of silk that was expected to become available. He asked me if I was interested.’


‘And were you?’


‘Does a Jew turn his face from a profit?’


‘You would do business with a man you did not know?’


‘What? I should not trade with men I do not know? How should I make a profit if I do not trade?’


‘Did he tell you how much silk was on offer?’


‘About two thousand pounds in weight.’


‘Did he show you a sample?’


‘No, he told me the goods are not yet available.’


‘What is the name of this man?’


‘You ask me this?’ said Emden, a stony look on his face.


‘When he returns with a sample, will you tell me?’ asked Sam, suspecting he already knew the answer.


‘Ahey, ahey, what are you asking? Do I look like a moser?’


‘Tread carefully, Master Emden.’ Sam wagged his finger. ‘You would not enjoy life in Newgate. When do you expect to see this man again?’


‘Soon,’ said a reluctant Emden.


‘This week?’


‘Perhaps.’


Sam heard a rustle behind him. A door had opened and a female face appeared.


‘Father?’ She was hardly more than a child, perhaps eighteen or nineteen, her raven-black hair tied back with a single white ribbon, her dark oval face smooth as silk. ‘Mamma says your dinner is ready.’


‘Thank you, Adina. I shall be there directly.’ Emden hesitated and looked from his daughter to Sam and back again. ‘Adina, this is Master Samuel Hart. Master Hart, this is my daughter Adina.’


‘Your servant, miss.’ Sam bowed, not daring to meet the girl’s eyes, blood rushing up through his face. He turned back to face the girl’s father, aware of feelings coursing through him that he’d not experienced in a long time. He thought of Hannah, the girl he’d planned to marry. She had been dead for over eighteen months, but it made no difference. The pain of her loss was still there. For a long time he’d thought his life at an end, the whole purpose of his existence devoid of meaning. And although the bitterness of those early days had now largely disappeared, he still didn’t feel ready to let go of her memory, still less to feel the attraction of another woman. It didn’t seem right, somehow. But it had happened.


He heard the door close softly behind him. His anguish seemed a punishment for the hope that had suddenly bloomed. For the hope had no future, no prospect of fulfilment. Adina was a Sephardi, as far removed from him as it was possible to be. Her father would never agree to their friendship. Sam pushed the longing to the back of his mind and tried to remember where he’d got to in his questioning of the girl’s father.


‘Did your visitor tell you where this silk had come from?’ he asked, his heart still pounding.


‘No, he did not. Master Hart . . .’


Sam looked up and met the other man’s gaze. ‘Yes?’


‘You don’t know what you are meddling with. My new acquaintance warned me about the men concerned. He said they are dangerous scoundrels who it would be unwise to cross.’


‘Who are we talking about? Do you have their names?’


‘He would not tell me, sir, and I did not ask.’


*


Tom gazed round the dingy surroundings of the Chapter Coffee House on Paternoster Row, a dish of steaming hot coffee cradled in his hands. The place was packed with merchants, bankers and those seeking to escape the bitter autumnal cold for an hour or two. He glanced out of the nearest window. A swirling grey-white fog had descended on the capital and looked set to remain for the rest of the day. He leaned back in his chair and looked across the table at Sam.
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