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When Kate Exeter is kidnapped on the shore of the Thames, her desperate husband enlists the help of Commander William Monk to save her. Kate’s captors have demanded a hefty ransom and, with the funds in place, Monk and his most trusted men arrange a secret handover in the dark slums of Jacob’s Island. But on the night someone betrays them and a brutal skirmish breaks out, leaving death and destruction in its wake . . .

Who is to blame for what went wrong? Tensions mount as reluctantly Monk accepts that he can no longer trust his men. Then a whistle-blower sheds new light on the case and Monk must have his wits about him to ensure that an innocent man isn’t hanged for murder . . .
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Chapter One

Monk sat beside the fire and felt the heat seep through him. Outside there was the kind of clinging silence that only fog brings. The river was shrouded and dusk was early at this time of the year. Monk was unusually conscious of being happy. This deep sense of peace was not a casual thing. He looked at Hester in the chair opposite him and found himself smiling.

He was not aware of the first knock on the door. It was only when Hester stood up that he realised what the sound had been. He rose quickly. ‘No, I’ll go.’ Reluctantly, he went into the hall and unlocked the front door.

Sir Oliver Rathbone stood on the step, the porch light glistening on droplets of fog that covered his grey hat and the shoulders of his coat. His lean face was without its usual aura of wit.

There was no wind at all, and yet a breath of chill came with him.

‘Come in,’ Monk said quickly, stepping back to allow him room.

Rathbone obeyed, and pulled the door closed behind him. He shivered, as if suddenly aware of how cold he was. He took off his hat and coat and hung them on the hall stand, stuffing his gloves in his pockets.

‘It must be bad,’ Monk said. They had known each other for years; in fact, for nearly all of the fifteen years since the Crimean War had ended in 1856. There was no need for social niceties.

‘It is,’ Rathbone replied. He both worked and lived on the north side of the Thames, so for him to have crossed the river to visit Monk at home, it had to be concerning an issue that could not wait, even until morning.

Monk led the way to the sitting room and opened the door into the warmth.

‘I’m sorry,’ Rathbone said to Hester. They had known each other long and well. Rathbone had met her when she was a nurse, newly home from the Crimea, and still believing she could change medical treatment, as well as the attitude toward nursing, and women in medicine in general. That seemed like a long time ago now. And yet it was, even now, a cause hardly begun.

‘You look frozen,’ she said with understanding. ‘Tea?’ Then she reconsidered. ‘Whisky?’

Rathbone smiled very slightly. ‘No, thank you. I need to keep a clear head.’ He turned to Monk. ‘I know I’m intruding, but it can’t wait . . .’ He sat down in one of the chairs next to the fire.

Hester said nothing, but she prepared to listen intently.

Monk merely nodded and took the seat opposite Rathbone.

‘A man came to me an hour or two ago in a state of extreme distress.’ Rathbone’s expression reflected his own understanding of pain. ‘His wife has been kidnapped. Her life is forfeit if he does not pay a ransom, which is a fortune. He is a wealthy man, and has succeeded in raising the amount—’

‘When was she taken?’ Monk interrupted.

‘I know what you must be thinking,’ Rathbone replied with a bleak smile. ‘How did he raise the money so quickly? Unless he had it in a safe somewhere, this would not have been possible. She was taken yesterday, which, if you remember, was actually a beautiful day for this time of year. He was given until tomorrow, at about this time. The exchange is to take place—’

‘Why the devil didn’t he report it immediately?’ Monk interrupted him.

‘He intends to pay. What he wants of us is—’

‘Us?’ Monk cut across him again. ‘If he wants the police, he should have gone to the regular London police, and yesterday, for heaven’s sake, when the trail was hot!’

Rathbone shook his head. ‘He doesn’t. She was taken from the river-bank, which makes it your area. And the ransom is to be paid on Jacob’s Island, which—’

‘I know what it is!’ Even though several years had passed since that bleak case, Monk shivered involuntarily at the pictures the name Jacob’s Island conjured in his imagination, and the memories. He could still see the fat man sinking slowly into the tidal ooze, his mouth open, screaming, until the mud cut him off, and inch by inch, he disappeared from sight. His body had never been found.

Monk came back to the moment: to the firelight, to Hester, now sitting and leaning towards him, concern in her face; to the lamplight on Rathbone’s hair, which had more silver in it than before. Jacob’s Island was one of the worst slums in London. On the river’s edge, it was not literally an island, but a region of interconnecting waterways with old offices and wharfs. The warehouses built upon them were sinking slowly into their foundations as they rotted away and collapsed one on top of another. Jacob’s Island could be reached by land across one bridge, and by water through several landing piers.

‘He wants the River Police to go with him to the exchange, the payment for his wife’s – Kate Exeter’s – life,’ Rathbone said quietly. ‘That’s all he came about. He doesn’t expect you to catch the kidnappers, or to save the money, just to see that the exchange is made, and he and Kate leave there safely.’

‘Kate Exeter?’ Monk turned the name over in his mind. There was something familiar about it, but he could not place it.

‘Harry Exeter,’ Rathbone said. ‘His first wife died. Kate is his second. About twenty years younger than he. He’s devoted to her.’ Compassion showed in Rathbone’s face. He himself had married a second time, only recently. He had a happiness he had never believed possible, after the disappointment of his first marriage, and the loneliness afterwards which had, after a tragedy, become so bitter. Rathbone knew how exquisitely precious happiness was, and how fragile. He tried not even to think of the loss of it, but it was clear in his eyes, in the strain of his position, that his empathy with Harry Exeter was based in his own emotions, not imagination.

Monk did not need explanations. It was one of the things they shared. ‘So, he spent yesterday getting the money,’ he concluded.

‘Yes. He has nearly all of it, and his assurance of the rest tomorrow. It’s the price of five good-sized London family houses, in a decent area,’ Rathbone replied. ‘I came to you tonight because Exeter’s in my chambers now. I want you to meet him. Get all the information you can. You’ll need tomorrow to plan. He has to hand over the money himself. It’s part of the bargain.’

‘And bringing the police into it?’ The consequences of even one slip were appalling.

‘Doesn’t matter,’ Rathbone said gravely. ‘He’s allowed to have at least one man go with him. He insisted on that. He doesn’t know the place, and he pointed out that alone in an area like that, carrying a bag full of money, he’d be lucky if he made it as far as the agreed rendezvous.’

‘Why wouldn’t they pick some reasonable place?’ Monk asked, but already he knew the answer. Jacob’s Island was a warren that the ordinary Londoner would be utterly lost in, frightened, disoriented, always afraid of the rising tide. ‘Yes, I know,’ he said before Rathbone could answer him. He stood up. ‘I’ll come and meet him; get all the information I can. Tomorrow I’ll choose my men and speak to them. Some of them know Jacob’s Island fairly well. Although the damn place is changing all the time.’

Rathbone stood as well. ‘Thank you.’ He turned to Hester. ‘I apologise,’ he said, ‘but it should all be over in a couple of hours after this, tomorrow night. Exeter will be considerably poorer, but his wife will be safe, even if she does have nightmares for a while.’

‘They pass,’ Hester said ruefully.

Monk looked at her, concerned. She had been kidnapped not so long ago. He could recall her waking in the night, gasping, fighting the blankets, once even weeping uncontrollably. He had held her close, assuring her. And now she was thinking of this woman who had been kidnapped and was waiting, terrified, perhaps on Jacob’s Island, trusting her husband could and would pay the ransom.

‘We’ll get her back safely,’ Monk promised. ‘It’s the money they want. And thank God Exeter seems to have it, and be willing to pay.’ He glanced out of the window. It was dark outside now. The fog smothered everything.

Hester smiled. ‘If she’s as lucky as I was, the kidnappers will be caught as well. Go now! Poor Exeter will be frantic with worry. Assure him, as much as you can.’

He smiled, and leaned forward to kiss her quickly on the cheek. Her skin was warm, soft as always, and he inhaled the fragrance of her hair.

Rathbone was already waiting at the front door, his hat and coat on. He undid the latch, grimaced as he saw the fog was thicker than before, and stepped out into it. Monk followed after him, his coat on, too, although he felt the damp cling to him immediately. He closed the door behind him and heard Hester lock it. He followed Rathbone down the familiar path to the street. By the time he reached it, and looked back, the house was already swallowed up in the thick darkness.

From somewhere down the river a foghorn gave its long, mournful cry. There was no other sound. Even their footfalls were muffled on the pavement.

‘There’ll be no ferries over the river,’ Monk remarked. ‘We’ll have to see if we can find a hansom on Union Street. The Rotherhithe Road is right on the water, and it’ll be even thicker there.’

Rathbone fell in step with him without commenting. The nearest bridge was a stiff walk from where they were, and Lincoln’s Inn, where Rathbone’s chambers were, was a good deal further than that.

It was half an hour before they found a cab, almost on the bridge. They heard the horse’s hoofs on the cobbles, muffled by the distorted echoes. It was almost upon them before they saw the lamps of it approaching. Monk stepped into the street and caught the horse’s bridle, bringing it to a stop.

‘Hey!’ the driver shouted, fear sharpening his voice as he raised his whip.

Monk saw the shadow of the whip before it could strike him. ‘Police!’ He moved forward, allowing his face to be seen, if dimly, in the small circle of light. ‘We need a ride to Lincoln’s Inn, please. Double fare.’

The driver grunted. ‘Up front?’ he asked.

Monk fished in his pocket, and Rathbone did the same. They handed over the coins gratefully, and climbed up and inside.

It still took them nearly three-quarters of an hour. Rathbone’s chambers were all lit, and his clerk opened the door before Rathbone had had time to ring the bell.

‘I’ll get you tea, sir,’ the clerk said. ‘And a couple of sandwiches, sir. Would cold beef be satisfactory?’

‘It’ll be perfect,’ Rathbone said warmly.

‘I already took the liberty of serving Mr Exeter, sir. He doesn’t look well, poor man.’

Rathbone thanked him, and led the way to his own suite of rooms. He opened the door, Monk on his heels.

Immediately the man standing at the hearth turned to face them. He was above average height. His thick, fair hair was liberally sprinkled with grey, visible mostly at the temples. Monk guessed he would have been good-looking, were he not frantically worried, his skin slicked with sweat.

‘Monk?’ he asked, stepping forward. ‘Are you the Commander of the Thames River Police?’ Without waiting for an answer, he grasped Monk’s hand. ‘Thank you for coming. It’s a filthy night, I know. But this can’t wait. I am Harry Exeter . . .’

‘Yes, I’m Monk.’ He took the man’s hand briefly. ‘Rathbone told me about your situation.’

Exeter was shaking, in spite of the warmth of the room. ‘I’ve got almost all the money. I’m picking up the rest tomorrow. I have to be the one to hand it over. Don’t argue with me about that. They insisted. Kate . . .’

‘I won’t argue with you, Mr Exeter,’ Monk assured him. ‘I’d like to know as much as you can tell me. That’s the best we can do tonight. Tell me what you know, and what you suspect. If you have ideas who’s behind this, or why. And, for heaven’s sake, sit down, man! Clear your head as much as you can. I have some idea how you feel.’

‘How can you?’ Exeter said, his voice raised as if a sudden fury moved him. ‘How can you possibly know?’

‘Because my wife was kidnapped a little while ago. I was lucky, I got her back. And we’ll do everything possible to get your wife back,’ Monk replied.

‘Oh . . .’ Exeter looked at the floor. ‘I’m sorry. I . . . didn’t think. When something like this happens, you feel so helpless . . . so alone. Everyone else looks safe, and you . . . you don’t think anyone else can know how you feel.’

‘I know. I felt desperate, too. But we got her back safely all right.’

Exeter searched his face, as if trying to judge how much was truth, how much an attempt to calm him so he could concentrate.

Monk gave him a brief, tight smile. ‘Don’t worry, Mr Exeter, your wife will be returned to you before we do anything to catch the kidnappers. Have you any idea who they are or why it was she who was taken? Enemies?’

‘Kate? Never!’ he said vehemently.

‘I meant you . . . your enemies.’

‘Oh! Yes, I suppose so. Every successful man makes enemies. I’m good at what I do. When I win a contract, it necessarily means that someone else loses. But that’s business. I lose, sometimes. I don’t hate the man who wins. I learn from it!’

‘If anything comes to your mind, tell me,’ Monk dismissed the subject. ‘Now tell me what happened.’

‘Kate had luncheon with her cousin, Celia. They are quite close. It was a lovely day, if you remember, nothing like today. They walked along the river-bank in the afternoon.’

‘Where, exactly?’

‘Over Chelsea Bridge, and then along Battersea Park—’

‘Were there many people about?’

‘I suppose so. I really don’t know. Celia was distraught! Poor woman felt as if it were somehow her fault. I couldn’t get a lot of sense out of her. I’m sorry.’

‘It doesn’t matter. We can ask your wife when we get her back. What did Celia say?’

‘That a young man came up and asked the way, then started some sort of conversation. Celia’s attention was diverted and the next moment a group of people came by and they were separated, and when they were gone, Kate was gone, too . . . and the young man. She thought at first it was nothing, just silliness, but then when Kate didn’t come back, she grew frightened and called for help. The police came, but there was no sign of Kate.’

‘The police looked for her?’

Exeter’s expression filled with a mixture of anger he could barely control, and desperation. He seemed to be trying everything he could to keep his voice steady. ‘A pretty young woman . . . a plain one – Celia is plain, and older, and she has a pronounced limp. A young man who apparently was handsome.’ He spread his hands helplessly. ‘They drew their own conclusions. Celia told them Kate was married, and would never do such a thing. She was upset. They thought she was feeling alone, unwanted, and they didn’t believe her. They intended to reassure her, but they only ended up insulting her.’

‘And then?’ Monk prompted.

‘She couldn’t tell them anything more. They sent her home.’

Monk nodded and returned to the subject of the kidnappers, and the demand for ransom.

‘And then they sent me a lock of Kate’s hair, and a piece of her dress, and a demand for money. They were all in an envelope that was pushed through my letter box.’ For a moment, Exeter lost control of his emotions and buried his face in his hands.

Monk was not sure whether to stop, or if that would only draw attention to Exeter’s momentary breakdown. He decided to continue. ‘Did you answer them? Was it required?’ he asked.

‘No,’ Exeter replied after a moment. ‘There was no way to answer them. They told me how much money they wanted, or they would . . . kill her. And how and when I was to meet them and make the exchange.’ He lifted his face up. ‘Jacob’s Island, for God’s sake! It’s a hellhole!’

‘Do you know it?’ Monk was surprised. As far as he knew, Exeter developed expensive land, and built even more expensive houses on it.

‘By repute. I haven’t been there. Why on earth would I? That’s another reason I need help. I imagine you have to know it?’

Monk gritted his teeth. ‘Yes. What instructions did they give you? Any particular time?’

‘They drew a sort of map. I gather there are tunnels and passages when you get across the bridge and into the worst part of it.’

‘Do you have the map with you?’

‘Yes,’ said Exeter. He fished in his inside jacket pocket and passed Monk an extremely scruffy piece of paper. It was dog-eared, partly torn, but when it was opened out, it was clearly enough drawn to show instructions and directions for access by way of the river, through a couple of very old, collapsing houses, and into a tunnel that divided. An arrow was drawn one way. There was some wreckage to be climbed over and around, and more cellars, stairs, and tunnels.

‘What time?’ Monk asked, although his stomach was knotting up because he was already certain of the answer.

‘What?’ Exeter looked at him.

‘Let me guess . . . about half-past three . . . four . . .?’

‘Four o’clock. How did you know?’ Exeter was incredulous. He glanced at Rathbone, who also looked startled.

‘Dusk at this time of year,’ Monk answered. ‘And low tide. By five the tide will already be rising again, cutting off some of these tunnels.’ He took a long, deep breath. ‘We’ll do it, Mr Exeter. But there is no room for error. None at all.’

‘Oh God!’ Exeter buried his face in his hands.

Monk waited a few moments for Exeter to recover himself, then he continued, ‘I will speak to my men, choose which to bring, and we will meet here at half-past three—’

‘That’s early,’ Exeter interrupted.

‘We have to go by water to get to the place marked on your . . . map. If we are early we can stand off, a hundred yards away. We can’t afford to be late.’

‘No . . . no, of course not. I’m sorry.’

‘Meet me at the Wapping Police Station. You know where that is?’

‘Yes.’

‘At quarter-past three. With the money . . . or as much as you have.’

‘I’ll have it all,’ Exeter said it without hesitation, but his voice was hoarse.

‘Good. We’ll get her back.’ Monk held out his hand, and Exeter grasped it.


Chapter Two

Monk was up well before dawn the following morning, and by daylight he was already on the water. It was going to be a long day, and he had to get all other business out of the way, and all plans made about meeting the kidnappers long before three o’clock. The wind had risen in the night and the fog was almost gone. Just a few grey veils of it hung over the centre of the river, and even those shredded when the slack tide turned and came back up on the flood. The swell of it carried the ferry Monk was on, and he felt it with misgiving. In a few hours from now they would be on Jacob’s Island, and already aware that time was short, the water deepening, seeping into the cracks, making the mud softer, hungrier, moving the planks and loosening the rotting boards. Half an hour, and it would be enough to knock a man off balance. An hour, and it would suck him down and drown him.

He shivered as the ferry passed in the shadow of the huge boats anchored in the Pool of London, awaiting their turn to unload. He was sheltered in their lee, and yet he was cold. Forty more yards and he would be at the Wapping Stairs and the Thames River Police Station. The night watch would have kept the potbellied stove alight and it would be warm.

The last few yards of the water were choppy. The ferry swung alongside the stairs. Monk paid the fare with a word of thanks, and stepped out of the boat, about the same size as the police rowing boats he was used to. Still, it took balance, and care. Anyone who slipped on the wet stone would be in the water in seconds, and drenched to the skin.

He went up slowly, even though he knew every inch of the steps. When he came to the top he felt the wind catch him again. He was glad of his thick pea coat and the muffler round his neck. He walked quickly across the open dock and in at the police station door.

‘Morning, sir,’ Bathurst said cheerfully. He was young, and keen, although after all-night duty he had to be tired. ‘You’re early, sir.’ His face shadowed with a flicker of anxiety. He started to speak, and then changed his mind.

‘You’re right,’ Monk said bleakly. ‘There’s a reason I’m here this early, and without breakfast. Anything to report for the night?’

‘No, sir. Marbury and Walcott aren’t back yet, but it’s been a quiet night. I think the fog kept everybody in. No point in stealing if you can’t see what you’ve got.’

‘Then write it up, and go home and get a good day’s sleep. I want you bright and full of energy back here at three o’clock this afternoon.’

‘Sir?’ That was well before his time on duty, and the indecision whether to point that out was clear in Bathurst’s face. He was twenty-six, but sometimes to Monk he looked about nineteen.

‘We’ve got an operation later today, at turn of the tide. I want all my best men on it. Is there any tea left?’

Bathurst turned away, but not before Monk had seen the flush of pleasure in his face. ‘Yes, sir. I’ll fetch you a mug. There’s bread I could toast, if you like?’

‘Yes,’ Monk accepted. ‘Thank you.’ Poor devil. Bathurst would be a good deal less pleased when he knew they had to go to Jacob’s Island. He hated the place as much as everyone else.

Monk had eaten two slices of toast and drunk a large enamel mug full of hot, slightly bitter tea by the time the other two men came back. Hooper arrived, and Bathurst eventually left.

‘He looks cheerful,’ Hooper remarked, taking his heavy seaman’s coat off. He had been in the Merchant Navy before joining the River Police, and he knew how to dress for all weathers. He hung it up and turned to look at Monk. He had a comfortable face, strong featured, steady blue eyes, often narrowed against the wind, or the light off the water. He was a big man, with a rare, sweet smile. ‘You’re in early,’ he remarked. ‘Something happened?’

Monk signalled him to close the office door. Other men would arrive in a moment or two, and he wanted to keep the Exeter case private, until he should decide who else to use on it, or how many men would be necessary.

Hooper closed the door silently and then, without asking, sat in the chair opposite Monk’s desk. They had worked many years together, in fact since Devon had died and Monk had replaced him as commander. When Orme was killed, Hooper had taken over his position as Monk’s second. There had never been any formal decision. The whole battle, with the gunrunners and the fire, had demanded the utmost in every man. Their grief afterwards had prevented any celebration of a promotion. No one felt any pleasure in filling a dead man’s place.

Hooper seemed to know something was troubling Monk, and he was waiting to learn what it was.

‘Later today,’ Monk answered the unasked question. ‘I told Bathurst to come back, but I haven’t decided who else to use, or how many men we’ll need.’ He looked at Hooper’s face. He was a hard man to read. There was strength in him, and beneath it an unusual gentleness, but scars of hardship and bad weather at sea, experiences that he told no one, made his expression more difficult to read the longer you looked at him.

‘Oliver Rathbone came to my house last night,’ Monk went on. ‘He represents a man whose wife was kidnapped on Saturday afternoon. The kidnappers want a lot of money, but he can raise it. He wants us to go with him to make certain the exchange takes place without any trouble.’

‘Us? You mean the Thames River Police?’ Hooper’s eyebrows rose. ‘Why?’

Monk breathed out slowly. ‘Partly because she was taken off the river-bank at Battersea.’

Hooper stiffened.

‘But mostly the exchange is to take place at low water this afternoon, which is just before dusk,’ Monk finished.

He saw Hooper’s face change. There was no perceptible movement, but it was as if somewhere inside him a light had gone out. Perhaps Monk saw it because it reflected perfectly how he felt himself.

Hooper took a breath and asked the practical questions. ‘The husband told you? How does he know she was taken from the river walk? Did anybody see it happen? Who is he? How did they get in touch with him?’

‘Yes, he told me. He doesn’t want to fight over it. He’s more than willing to pay. He just wants his wife back, and safe. His name is Harry Exeter. Big property developer. Got a project going in Lambeth. He’s done quite a few things.’

‘Rich? Or pretending to be?’

‘He says he’s going to get the last of the money today. He doesn’t seem concerned about it.’ Monk remembered Exeter’s dismissal of the amount, which was more than even most professional men would earn in a decade. And he spoke of it as if it were only an idea in his head, not a reality. Monk wondered what he had sold, or pledged, to come up with so much in so short a time.

Hooper frowned. ‘You didn’t say how they got in touch with him.’

‘A note was pushed through the letter box.’

‘Was that the first he knew of it?’

‘No, she was out walking with a cousin, a Celia Darwin, when she was taken. But apparently Miss Darwin is lame, or somehow disabled, and couldn’t do much about it. She called for the police, but of course the kidnappers and Mrs Exeter were long gone by the time the police got there. I would guess almost certainly in a rowing boat for them to disappear so completely and so quickly.’

‘Does that make it our case?’ Hooper asked.

‘Not specifically, but they want the exchange at Jacob’s Island.’ He saw Hooper’s mouth tighten. ‘Exeter asked Rathbone for help, and Rathbone came to me. I think that was Exeter’s idea, God help him.’ He meant it. That was what was getting to him more than his dislike of any of the other waterside slums, the alleys, the slack-water refuse on the tide, the rotting wood, the stench. It was putting himself in Exeter’s place, and imagining how he would feel if it were Hester, or anyone he knew. This was the price of caring, and caring is a driving force of life. He had discovered that slowly, step by step, in the years since his life had begun for a second time, when he had awoken from an accident without a past, except in other people’s memories. He seemed to have no family, or friends who wanted to claim him. Day by day he had learned why, at least in part. He had lost none of his skills, physical or mental. He was still the best detective in the Metropolitan Police. But he was also a man with enemies, many of them perhaps deserved. He did not like or admire much of himself that he had learned.

Finally, the police had dismissed him. He had worked as an independent inquiry agent for a while, but it had been an erratic living. Then he had had a case that led him to the Thames River Police and, at the end of that affair, he had joined them.

Now he knew the pleasure and the pain of friendship, of love, of belonging. Without knowing anything of Harry Exeter, he imagined being in his place.

Many years ago, Hester had been a nurse with Florence Nightingale in the Crimean War. She was stubborn, brave, quick tempered, and loyal. She had a fierce tongue that had got her into all kinds of trouble. She always kept her promises, however wild, and she cared about all sorts of people, mostly those the rest of society preferred to ignore.

If Kate Exeter were anything like Hester, her loss would leave an emptiness that nothing else would fill. If Monk were alone, he would hear nothing but silence, for ever – and having known love, loneliness vast enough to consume him.

‘Sir . . .’ Hooper broke into his thoughts. ‘Has anyone spoken to this cousin?’

Monk smiled bleakly. ‘Not yet. It’s a little early to call. Apparently, she was upset yesterday and the police didn’t think she’d be of much use. They hardly even believed her account at first.’

‘Is there anything else to try?’

‘No. Exeter only wants us to assist him in paying the money and getting his wife back. And on Jacob’s Island, that’s no foregone conclusion.’

Hooper’s face showed his disgust. It was only the slightest change from his normal expression, but the alteration was clear to anyone who knew him as well as Monk did. He also was certain he understood what was in Hooper’s mind.

‘I don’t know if she’s still alive,’ Monk said. ‘The thought occurred to me, too, and I dare say it has to Exeter.’

Hooper looked at him quickly.

‘Of course,’ Monk went on, ‘they may have no intention of handing her over. She could already be dead. But they want the money, so it’s not likely. If she’s not alive, we’ll have to take them, whatever Exeter says. But if she is, getting her back is our priority. It’s what we’re there for.’ He said the words slowly, as if he thought Hooper might misunderstand, though he knew better. He was repeating them to himself. He was afraid that his own emotions might override his judgement and he would make choices he would regret. ‘But once Kate is safe . . .’ He did not need to finish.

‘Jacob’s Island,’ Hooper said. ‘There is a score of ways in and out of that place, ’specially at low tide. We’re taking no risks.’ It was not a question, it was a reminder that they would lose their own men too easily if they were trapped in the low-lying passages as the incoming tide swirled through the ruins, eddying in places, carrying away more timber, shifting mud and debris.

‘I know!’ Monk said sharply. He did not need reminding. He was not the only man to have nightmares about being trapped by a newly fallen timber below the high tide just as the filthy water rose.

‘Who are we taking?’ Hooper included himself without question.

Monk had been considering it since Rathbone had left the previous evening. Each time he had woken in the night, the question had come back. ‘You, me, Bathurst,’ he began. ‘Laker . . .’

Hooper looked at him steadily. Laker was young, cocky, ambitious, far too often flippant when he should have been serious. On the surface, he seemed pretty full of his own opinions. But ever since Monk had seen his courage in the gunfight on the smugglers’ ship three years ago, and his loyalty, and his grief over Orme’s death, he had not doubted Laker’s worth. None of which stopped him from criticising him, or slapping back his occasional insolence, but the trust was there, and Laker knew it. And, of course, Hooper knew it, too. He had been as much a part of that dreadful night as Monk himself.

‘We’ll need more than that,’ Hooper reminded him. ‘Even if we knew where we’re going to meet them, there are at least six ways out of any part of that place. And I don’t suppose we know how many kidnappers there are?’

‘No idea,’ Monk replied. ‘We could manage four or five of them.’

‘Then we need as many as say . . . six. Judiciously placed, they should be able to stop any escape,’ Hooper said thoughtfully. ‘Two more.’

‘Marbury . . .?’ Monk made it more of a question. Hooper had worked with Marbury more than he had. Marbury was a lean, quiet man from the Kent coast. He had worked the marshes of the Estuary and was used to the vast skies and the tangled waterways with their interconnecting rivers. The flight paths of birds fascinated him.

Hooper smiled. ‘Yes, sir. He watches things. Good at observing the smallest differences. Good on tides, too.’

‘Jones?’

Hooper hesitated.

‘What?’ Monk asked.

‘Not yet,’ Hooper replied. ‘He’ll be good in a couple of years. Too green now.’

‘He’s one to watch,’ Monk agreed. ‘He’s good with oars. Guide a boat anywhere.’

‘Too quick,’ Hooper said. ‘Needs to take a second look before he acts.’

Monk was unconvinced. He was interested to see if Hooper would stick with his view. ‘Sometimes you need quick action, or the chance is lost. We’ll be fighting the darkness and the rising tide, as well as the kidnappers. We can’t afford to wait while someone makes up his mind.’

‘What none of us can afford is a man who jumps before he looks,’ Hooper argued. ‘You asked me, sir. I say take Walcott. He’s a stubborn little bastard. Snappy, like a terrier. Got no fear, once he’s on the scent.’

Monk smiled in spite of himself. The description was a good one. ‘Right! Then Marbury and Walcott it is, with Bathurst, Laker, and you and me. We should be on the water by half-past three, and at Jacob’s Island before four.’ He took a chart out of the wide drawer where they were kept and spread it over his desk. It showed that part of the river where Jacob’s Island was, with mud banks and tidal ebb and flow marked very clearly. It had been made that spring and was the most up-to-date chart available.

Hooper studied it wordlessly and Monk followed his gaze, noting the half-sunken slipways, the mooring posts that emerged from the mud like rotting teeth, the channels where the water was deeper and the current correspondingly swifter, the wharfs that were still usable.

Of course, one extra-high tide could alter them considerably. The late September neap tide this year had been very high indeed.

‘No time to check it,’ Hooper said, thinning his lips as he spoke. ‘And we can’t afford to ask now. Word would get around. Did they ask Exeter to go alone? Make any threats about bringing in police?’ He looked troubled.

‘No. Exeter said as long as they got the money, that was it. He begged me to come, with men. All he cares about is getting his wife back. He’s afraid they’ll double-cross him at the last moment.’

‘The kidnappers may kill her anyway, if they see us,’ Hooper pointed out. ‘Has he really thought this through?’

‘I don’t know. He’s just terrified of going in there alone and not being able to get out again. I’ll go in with him, up to just short of the meeting place, and then they can make the exchange. Six of us armed and dressed like off-duty merchant sailors or dockers should be enough,’ Monk continued.

‘More like river pirates, or beggars, homeless,’ Hooper replied. ‘Seamen can do better than Jacob’s Island. If I was sleeping rough, I’d rather be somewhere the tide doesn’t reach.’

Monk was annoyed with himself. He knew the river well enough to have thought of this. Not that the outward appearance would be so different, but the way of moving, or holding one’s head, sheltering from the wind, or hiding from sight would. Think like a thief and you would have the best chance of looking like one.

He stood up. ‘Right. We’ll tell the men and decide where they’ll go in. We’ll have to do some careful positioning to block every way out. You go and see if you can find Celia Darwin. I’ll give you her address. She may have noticed something. It’s not much of a chance, from what Exeter said of her, but we’d be stupid to overlook it. Whatever happens, be back here at three.’ He wrote down the address Exeter had given him, and handed it to Hooper.

Hooper looked at it. ‘Ceylon Street. Where’s that?’

‘Just off the Battersea Dock Road. Not so far from where Kate Exeter was taken, but nothing like Southwark Park, where the Exeters live, in character, even though it’s close. Exeter said Celia was the cousin from the side of the family that married down, but didn’t say his side married up. But the fact that he said it at all suggests he’s . . .’ He looked for the word.

‘Jumped-up,’ Hooper supplied for him.

‘Yes,’ Monk agreed. ‘Doesn’t make him any less a victim. Or his wife. Apparently, she liked the cousin enough to be close to her. They were friends. Be patient with her, Hooper. She may be . . .’

‘Upset. She’s not worth much if she isn’t, sir.’

For the first time, Monk smiled. ‘Yes. Doesn’t mean she won’t remember something.’

Celia Darwin had been at home in her very modest house on Ceylon Street when Harry Exeter had called upon her. The previous day had been the worst of her life. All past pain, or disappointment was swallowed up by the loss of Kate, the cousin who was like a younger sister to her.

She ran to the door to answer it herself, not giving her one maid the chance. She flung the door open and saw Exeter on the step. For a moment hope surged up in her, then she saw his face, and it died.

He came in, almost pushing her out of the way.

‘What is it?’ she asked. ‘What has happened? You’ve heard something?’ She followed him into her small parlour and closed the door behind them.

He turned to face her immediately. He looked terrified. His skin was drained of all colour.

‘They want money,’ he said. ‘More than everything I have . . . or they’ll kill her.’

It was pointless to explain that she had nothing. He already knew that. She did not even have anything to sell. The few pieces of jewellery her mother had left her were worthless. He had pointed that out, in one of their more unpleasant exchanges.

‘What can I—’ she started.

‘I know you loved her . . .’ he began.

‘I still do!’ She would never have dared raise her voice to him before, but now nothing else mattered. ‘I . . .’

‘I know,’ he said quickly. ‘And Kate knew – knows it, too. I know how to raise the money, but I . . . I should ask your permission, even if it is actually Maurice who has the power. Celia . . . please?’

She did not hesitate. He was referring to Kate’s inheritance from her maternal grandmother, which she would come into when she was thirty-three, just over a year from now. If she died before that time, the money would go to Celia, and her cousin Maurice Latham. He was a lawyer, and naturally the trustee. One did not give such responsibility to a woman.

‘Of course,’ she said instantly. ‘Will it be enough?’

He relaxed. His whole body eased as if the pain had left him. He smiled at her through sudden tears in his eyes. ‘Yes. Yes, it will just do it, with what else I have. Thank you, Celia. I . . . I knew you would agree . . . but I still had to ask you.’

‘And Maurice?’ she pressed. She had little affection for him, although she had known him on and off for most of her life. He had always seemed condescending, as if he regarded her as something of a failure, having neither a useful occupation, nor a husband and children to care for. And she owned that he was probably in some senses right. She had not these things. She was of a class too high to be a servant, and not high enough to have inherited anything but the smallest means. Nor was she pretty. Also, she walked with a slight limp, an impairment to moving with grace.

Exeter was slow to answer. ‘Oh, Maurice will be all right, I’m sure. I had to ask you . . . first. Thank you, Celia. I know you love Kate, and would do anything . . . you’ll be on my side, if I have to argue with Maurice . . . won’t you?’

Was that why he had come to her first? Maurice was a pompous man at times, but he would never refuse to save Kate’s life! It was her money, after all . . . unless she died before she could inherit it. But that was a vile thought. Celia could feel the blood hot up her face that she had even allowed it into her mind. ‘But it won’t be necessary,’ she said.

‘No,’ Exeter agreed. ‘I didn’t mean to . . . Celia, I’m . . .’

‘I know,’ she said quickly. ‘We all are. There’s no need to explain yourself. None at all. Go and speak to Maurice, and get this done. Don’t waste time with explanations. Just get her back!’

‘I will,’ he said with a bleak smile. ‘Thank you.’

He had turned and found his own way to the front door, and she had heard it close behind him.

It was going to be all right! They were going to get Kate back. The nightmare would be over. Thank God.

Hooper turned Monk’s remarks about the cousin, Celia Darwin, over and over in his mind, as he made his way upriver from Wapping to the pier just south of Chelsea Bridge, and then walked the mile or so to Ceylon Street. If Celia were out, he would have to wait for her return. Tomorrow would be too late to be of any use.

Hooper did not know women well. He had joined the Merchant Navy as a young man. His home was unsettled, his father rough-tongued, a man more used to expressing himself with his hands than with words. When his mother died, Hooper had been happy enough to escape.

He had come ashore after twenty years at sea, and did not look back on the circumstances. They were better passed over. The Thames River Police seemed a natural place for him, and he was at ease with it, and surprised to find himself good at it. And he liked Monk. Of course, in many ways the Commander was a difficult man, but he was honest, in his actions as well as his words, and Hooper was not afraid of him.

Hester Monk was the only woman Hooper was comfortable with, because she was too plain in her speech for most men who liked a little coquetry in a woman. And Hester did not even know how to do that, much less wish to.

What would Celia Darwin be like? From what Exeter had told Monk, not much use, but he had to try.

It was a pleasant neighbourhood. Not prosperous, as he had imagined Exeter’s to be on the north side of the river. Did Exeter have to pledge his house to raise the ransom?

He came to Ceylon Street and turned the corner. It was quiet in the clear, sharp winter sun. He stopped at number twenty-six and knocked on the door, then stood back so as not to crowd whoever opened it.

It was a very young girl, perhaps fourteen. She was dressed in a plain dark brown dress and white apron. ‘Yes, sir?’ Her eyes were wide with alarm at finding a large man she had never seen before on the doorstep.

‘Good morning,’ Hooper said quietly. ‘Is Miss Darwin at home?’

She clearly did not know how to answer, which meant that Celia Darwin was in, but very possibly not willing to see him.

‘I am from the River Police,’ he continued. ‘It is about her cousin, Mrs Exeter. Miss Darwin may be able to help us.’

‘I’ll ask if she’s . . . well enough . . . to see you,’ the girl answered, then was clearly unsure whether to close the door on him or not.

He stepped back, to help her decision.

She gave him the ghost of a smile, and closed the door.

Then, in a few minutes, she returned and let him in.

Celia Darwin received him in the parlour. It was a small room, very tidy, but somehow it looked lived in. The cushions on the settee were arranged for comfort, and well worn, the colours faded. The fire was already lit, although it was banked low and with much coal dust to close it off from burning too quickly. There were ornaments on the mantelshelf that had no relationship to each other, except in the mind of the person who had collected them: a single candlestick from what had once probably been a pair, an old pewter salt dish with a matching spoon, a crystal vase such as might have held a single bud, a china frog with a pleasantly ugly face.

Celia Darwin stood in the centre of the softly patterned carpet, whose colours were wilted by time and wear. She was taller than he had expected. Her face was very pale, her features stronger and blunter than was fashionable, but he saw a sincerity in her that pleased him.

‘I’m John Hooper,’ he introduced himself. ‘I’m here to ask what you remember of Saturday’s events. I’m sorry to ask you to go over it again, but anything you can tell us might matter.’ He was careful not to suggest any answer to her. He had made that mistake before and learned how easy it was.

‘Of course,’ she answered. Her voice was soft and unusually pleasing. ‘I understand that it is necessary. Please sit down, Mr Hooper.’ She sat herself, in the middle of the sofa.

He took the armchair opposite her, and a little closer to the fire. After the cold wind on the river, it was welcome. He could feel its warmth on his legs. ‘Thank you. You were walking together along the path a few yards from the river-bank?’

‘Yes.’

‘Do you often do that?’

‘You mean, might someone know to expect us? Yes, I think so. Usually, if the weather was fine, about once a week.’

‘At the same time of day?’

‘Usually.’

He noticed that she answered with as few words as possible. He did not find it terse. On the contrary, it felt relaxing to him. He avoided asking if she and Kate had been close. If they had, it would stir her emotions, perhaps beyond being mastered. He would rather judge it by the tone of what she said, the pitch of her voice. ‘You were walking together, talking?’

‘Yes, but we were silent now and then. As at the time the man spoke to her. He behaved as if he knew her. He was respectful, but not . . . timid.’ She looked up at him for an instant, and he saw how distressed she was. Then she looked down and continued speaking. ‘I thought they were acquainted, and I did not wish to intrude . . . to be part of a meeting that did not really include me. I wish now that I had!’ Suddenly she was angry with herself, and it was sharp in her tone.

‘Then you might have been taken, too,’ Hooper said quickly.

Celia looked up at him. ‘Then she would not have been alone!’ Her eyes filled with tears and she blinked them away angrily, but unashamed.

‘But you are here to tell us something about him. Even to describe him for us, and anything else you noticed.’

‘He was about two or three inches taller than Kate,’ she began. ‘And Kate is tall – as tall as I am. He was dark-haired, but he did not have dark brows. I noticed it, because it was unusual. His face was long – long nose, long chin – but altogether not ill-looking. And he moved easily, even gracefully.’

‘Thank you. That is very individual.’

‘He was slender,’ she went on, ‘and dressed in dark clothes. Very ordinary. I could not describe them usefully, I’m sorry.’

‘What direction did he come from?’

‘Up the bank. From the water.’

‘So, you looked away. To allow them privacy?’

She looked down at her hands, motionless in her lap. At a glance they seemed at ease, until he noticed the pale knuckles. ‘I wish I had stayed. I moved quite a few yards away, so I didn’t look as if I were overhearing them. I looked the other way. A group of people passed me. I would say six or seven. And . . . when I looked back, they were gone! It was only a few moments . . . or perhaps a little more.’

‘But you didn’t hear her cry out?’

‘No. If I had, I would have gone to her, fought with him, if necessary. I had an umbrella: I could have struck him with it.’

‘Was there anyone else near you? Say, within fifty yards?’

‘Only the group I mentioned, moving away quite quickly. I looked around to see if she had gone in any other direction, or if there was someone I could ask. There was no one.’

‘Then he chose his moment carefully,’ Hooper said softly. ‘There was nothing you could have done, except describe him as you have.’

She faced him squarely. ‘Please do not try to make me feel better. It is . . . condescending.’

He should have been irritated, but instead he felt the heat rising up his face.

She saw it. ‘I’m sorry, Mr Hooper. I am distressed and afraid. It seems not fair to you. You are trying to help concentrate on facts that are painful. And I am not sitting here weeping, which I would like to do, but I realise would be embarrassing and quite useless.’

‘I am also trying not to distress you more than necessary.’

For the first time, she smiled. It gave a great gentleness to her face. ‘I know. Are you going to try to get her back?’

‘Yes. Mr Exeter has managed to raise the money.’ Perhaps he should not have told her, but he did not regret it even so.

‘Oh . . .’

‘You did not expect him to?’

She looked away. ‘I don’t know . . . I’m not sure.’

Hooper opened his mouth to suggest what she might be thinking, then knew he should not.

She was silent for a moment.

‘I do not care for him,’ she said very softly. ‘But I am glad he has. Please . . . please help him to make the exchange safely.’

‘We’ll do anything we can. They want the money – he wants Mrs Exeter back.’ He would not tell her what Jacob’s Island was like. She did not need to know.

She watched him for several long seconds.

He would not promise her that all would be well. The words were on the edge of his tongue, but he had learned better.

Oddly, the silence was not uncomfortable. He knew she understood.

Finally, he stood up. ‘Thank you, Miss Darwin.’

‘Was it any use?’ She rose also.

‘It will be, when we have your cousin back and we can go after them without endangering her.’

She gave a tiny nod. ‘Thank you, Mr Hooper.’

He took his leave and walked out into the clear, cold air blowing up from the river, but the warmth of the room stayed with him.

It was later that same morning that Celia received her second visitor. She was having a cup of tea, trying to steady her racing imagination, wondering how Kate was, if they were being cruel to her, browbeating her – or worse.

‘Miss Darwin,’ the maid began nervously.

Celia looked up. ‘Yes . . .? I’m sorry. Did you speak to me and I didn’t answer?’

‘No, ma’am. Mr Latham is here, he says it’s important. I wasn’t sure whether you wished to see him, or not.’ The girl looked nervous. She adored Celia, and knew that Maurice would upset her.

‘It’s all right. Ask him to come in. I suppose you had better bring a second cup. The tea is still hot.’

‘Yes, ma’am.’ She went out, almost brushing past him in the doorway as Maurice came in. He was no taller than average, but very robust, and had put on a little weight only in recent years, although he was about the same age as Celia. Kate had been the youngest of the three cousins, and an only child.

Maurice came into the room and closed the door behind him, perhaps imagining the maid might listen in to the conversation. He was always suspicious where Celia thought he had no need to be. She would not say so, but she thought he was judging other people by his own standards.

Today Maurice looked very grim, as she would have expected. How could anyone smile in the face of current events?
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