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PROLOGUE

April 1798
Wapping, London

Joseph Boylin, landlord of the Queen’s Head in Griffin Street, Shadwell, leaned against the wall of a house and wiped the sweat trickling down the side of his large, bulbous nose. Even for a man in early middle age, his health was not good – had not been since the day he’d been flogged. His face clouded at the memory of the injustice, still fresh despite the passage of the years. Hardly a day passed when he didn’t think of it, and of the man responsible. And then his back would itch where the blows had fallen and a trembling rage would overcome him.

A muffled cry intruded on his thoughts. He looked down to where the woman lay, his eyebrows arched as though surprised by her presence, by the shuddering sob that escaped from under her ragged blue shawl and which seemed to draw the life out of her wasted body. The anger left him, driven away by the physical effort of the beating he’d given her, as though one were a necessary precursor of the other. He regarded her for a moment, irritated by her behaviour, keen to be gone. He’d done what needed to be done. She’d not repeat her mistake.

It began to rain, gently at first but gaining in strength, the raindrops varnishing the bricks of the ramshackle buildings that stood on either side of the alley. Boylin turned up the collar of his coat and shuffled along the uneven surface towards the Thames, his thoughts returning to the day of his humiliation and to the man he still feared and loathed in equal measure. He’d not forget – nor forgive – that day as long as he drew breath.

The roar of the late-night crowd grew louder as he neared the junction with Wapping Street, the silhouette of the mob appearing as a confused blur of movement in the light of a shop-door lantern. He stopped at the sight of his reflection, caught in the glass of a window and stared at the smooth, marble-like sheen of his face, the skin drawn tight over his cheekbones, the engorged nose criss-crossed with a thousand lines of bloody purple.

He shrank back into the shadows, holding a hand in front of his face shielding him from the stares of strangers, his fingers playing with a canvas patch over his right eye. He remained still for a moment, smelling the dank perfumes of the river, the scent of rope and wood and tar and the odour of decaying fish. Then, thrusting himself into the amorphous throng, he was swallowed up in the night.

Of the woman, he thought no more.

In the narrow confines of that nameless alley off Wapping Street, a mile or so east of the City, an hour elapsed before Hannah Pinkerton dared to move. Every bone in her body ached. She put her hand to her mouth and felt the blood that had trickled from her broken nose and cut lips. She’d lost count of the number of times he’d struck her. Only money would satisfy him and save her from his beatings.

But she had none to give him.

Not since the pain had come; the searing agony that erupted deep within her every time she worked. She had known its meaning, of course, and of the foul stench of the mucus emanating from her. Even if she hadn’t, there were others who would have told her. The pox was common enough in these parts.

She stifled a cry as a fresh bolt of pain spread from between her legs, waiting for it to subside. Only then did she climb to her feet and begin limping away, leaning an outstretched hand against the walls of the houses for support as her faltering steps took her further into the labyrinth of muddy, rat-infested alleys. When she could stay awake no longer she’d find somewhere to rest for an hour or two. But not yet. There was work still to be done. She drew her blue shawl about her battered face and forced herself to smile. The clients liked to see her smile. Without a smile, there’d be no money – and she knew what that meant.

And still the rain fell.


CHAPTER 1

One month later
Limehouse Reach, the Port of London

Captain Tom Pascoe, late of His Majesty’s Navy, stood on the quarterdeck of the West India barque the Swansong, enjoying the feel of the warm, spring breeze coming off the Isle of Dogs. He filled his lungs, breathing in the scented cocktail of wet grass and the tangy odour of sheep grazing the flat acres off his starboard beam.

This was journey’s end.

In five, perhaps six weeks, it would all begin again and he would leave this place and head back to the open sea. He sighed and watched the scene slip by, savouring the moment. From somewhere behind him, he could hear the murmured instructions of the pilot and the answering grunt of the helmsman, the sudden flap of a sail and the groan of hemp under strain. He squinted up through the rigging, to the billowing white of the topgallants as a freshening breeze filled the canvas and gently pushed the Swansong through the tangled mass of shipping moored on either side of the reach.

‘We’re about ready, Captain, another two or three minutes …’ The pilot’s voice seemed far away.

‘Thank you, Mr Pilot.’ Tom looked over his shoulder and caught the eye of the ship’s mate. ‘Carry on, Mr Simmonds, if you please.’

‘All hands bring ship to anchor.’ Tom winced as the mate’s piercing yell reverberated up and down Limehouse Reach.

Instinctively, he listened for the answering stamp and scurry of feet that would signal the men swaying up the rat lines, heading for the dizzying heights of the upper yards.

‘Man t’gallant clew lines, fore and main. Look alive, you jumped-up, never-come-down, useless bastards.’ The stream of orders went on seemingly without interruption as though silence, or even the merest hint of it, might bring the mate’s authority to an abrupt end.

Tom eased himself up onto the balls of his feet, feeling his aching calf muscles stretch and the throbbing pain fall away. He was a tall, well-built man, his face lined and weather-beaten from years at sea, his straw-coloured hair worn long and tied at the nape with a black silk ribbon. Now he watched the frenzied activity of the crew as the forward movement of the barque slowed to a crawl. He had, he thought, seen better seamanship on a Newcastle collier, although he could hardly blame the mate for that, not since the Navy had pillaged his finest men almost within sight of home. He stole a glance at the pilot, hoping the fellow hadn’t noticed the crew’s shortcomings.

‘You may, sir, bring her up into the tide as soon as you wish.’ The pilot appeared too engrossed in his task to take much notice of the captain or his concerns.

Tom nodded and cast a practised eye along the crowded reach. There would be no room for error. He glanced over the side, checking his speed. Too fast, and the Swansong would stop with an embarrassing crash when the anchor was dropped and the cable tightened; too slow and she’d not swing up into the tide quickly enough to stay out of the way of other shipping. He stood back from the rail, his hand shielding his eyes from the sun, his thumb tracing the faint outline of a long, vertical scar close to his right eye.

‘You may let go the anchor, Mr Simmonds, if you please.’

‘Aye, aye, sir. Stand clear of the starboard cable,’ shrieked the mate, his bowed shoulders trembling with the exertion, his clenched fists held close to his side. ‘Helm a-lee. Let go the anchor.’

A low rumble and the Swansong’s cable snaked its way out through the starboard hawsehole. Great sheets of spray shot upwards into the sunlight as the anchor hit the water and the barque began to swing up into the flood tide. Gradually, the soft gurgling sound along the hull petered out, leaving an eerie quietness disturbed only by the occasional creak of timber and the familiar muted bellow of the port.

Tom smoothed the wrinkles in the grubby, blue uniform coat he still wore. Its double row of gold buttons dulled with age, its hem threadbare. At one shoulder a patch of deeper blue showed where once had hung the single gold epaulette of a master and commander: his rank in the Navy. Three years of exposure to the elements had failed to obscure the evidence; three years since he’d joined the swelling ranks of officers placed on indefinite shore leave for lack of a seagoing command. He’d been compelled then, for the sake of an income, to seek employment with the Committee of the West India Merchants and Planters as master of the Swansong.

He turned aft and walked to the taffrail, curling his thick, stump-like fingers round the larboard backstay as his eye swept the Rotherhithe shore, empty but for a clutch of buildings spewing black smoke into an already soot-laden sky. The scene reminded him, if only for its contrast, of the windswept shores of Northumberland where he’d grown up, with the pale green waters of the North Sea as his constant companion.

He smiled at the memory of those far-off days when he’d often stand on the high dunes and watch the frothing rollers crashing onto the rocks below Bamburgh Castle, the sun glinting off the white, wind-tossed crests in the vast expanse of blue. Then he’d lift his eyes and look out beyond the Holy Isle where, as like as not, he’d catch sight of the distant fishing fleet travelling south with the herring. It was during those long-ago summers that he’d realised the sea was in his blood.

His chance had soon come. At the age of eleven, he’d left home to join the colliers tramping between Newcastle and London for a life brutal even by the standards of seamen. He’d been at sea when, a year later, his father had died of the fever, leaving Tom’s mother to raise the two youngest children – both girls – on her own.

Now twenty-eight years old, Tom had not been home since. He wrote, of course, and from time to time he’d receive a letter in reply, giving him news of the family and of the boys on the boats and those who worked in the nearby lime pits. They were all men now, those who’d survived. He sometimes found it hard to conjure up their faces; his mother and his sisters and the boys he used to know.

His mother married again after the old man’s death but Tom had never met the new husband, nor had he any real desire to do so – not even when his mother had written to tell him that he had a new brother. He’d be eight now.

‘Be a man before he knows it …’ he murmured to himself.

‘What’s that, Captain?’ said the pilot, raising an enquiring eyebrow.

‘Nothing.’ Tom felt a twinge of embarrassment at having been caught daydreaming. ‘I was just thinking aloud.’

‘Ah, well, I’ll be leaving you now, sir.’

‘Very well.’ Tom eased a sodden plug of tobacco to the side of his mouth. ‘Thank you for your assistance. Mr Simmonds will see you to your gig.’

He watched the man clamber over the side and make his way down the companion ladder.

‘Are the men ready to be paid off?’ Tom asked, as soon as the mate had returned.

‘They are that, sir. Ready and waiting,’ said Simmonds, eyeing a small group of men and boys standing expectantly, abaft the main mast.

‘What about the pay of those who were pressed?’

‘Each man was paid before he left the barky, sir. All fair and square.’

‘Very well, you may let the rest go as soon as they’ve been paid.’


CHAPTER 2

Two days later, Joseph Boylin heaved his sweating, forty-one-year-old frame onto the upper deck of the Swansong. There he stopped, his chest rising and falling, a laboured, hissing wheeze erupting from deep within his throat. He grasped the rail and steadied himself.

‘And you are …?’ asked a voice, close to his ear.

Boylin scrutinised his questioner.

‘Who’ll it be that’s asking, mister?’

‘Don’t you get clever with me, you Irish bastard. I’m the mate aboard this ’ere barky and nothing moves without I say so.’

‘The mate, is it? Well fancy that.’ Boylin tilted his hat to the back of his head and levered his considerable bulk away from the rail. ‘Since you’s asking now, just you be telling the captain that Joseph Michael Boylin will be wanting a word with him.’

‘You looking for me, Boylin?’

The publican spun round at the sound of the familiar voice and stared, open-mouthed, as though doubting what he saw.

‘Will it be Captain Pascoe?’ he managed at last.

Tom folded his arms and looked at the man in front of him.

‘It’s been a long time, Boylin. I heard you were about. Can’t say I’m happy to see you, but now you’re here you can state your business and leave.’

‘I carry the scars from the last time we met, Captain,’ said Boylin, recovering himself. ‘Three years it’s been. I’ll not easily forget …’

‘You were, if I remember aright, sentenced by a court martial.’ Pascoe’s jaw muscles tightened. ‘You got what you deserved.’

‘No man deserves two hundred lashes, Captain,’ said Boylin, surging animosity flooding his brain and choking the words he wanted to scream out loud.

‘Your business?’ said Tom.

Boylin’s breathing quickened and his hand dropped to the hilt of a knife hidden beneath his apron. For one mad second he thought of using it, of evening the score, of plunging the blade deep into Pascoe’s heart. It was what he wanted, what he’d dreamed of for so long, but he hesitated, his desire for revenge tempered by a dread of its consequences. He let go of the knife.

‘Sure, you’ll be wanting your ship unladed,’ he said.

‘And?’

‘You’re on my patch, Captain. All the ships in this part of the reach are mine to unlade, yours included.’

‘Your patch?’ Tom spat a plug of tobacco over the rail and stared at the mate of the Swansong. ‘Is that right, Mr Simmonds?’

‘Well, sir,’ said Simmonds, shifting his weight from one leg to the other. ‘All master lumpers have their own stretch of the port for lading and unlading. Can’t say as I know this cully, but seems likely he’s telling the truth.’

‘Aye, it’s the truth, right enough, Captain. It’s me or nobody,’ said Boylin, a slow smile of satisfaction crossing his despoiled features.

The eastern sky was no more than a glimmer of light in the hour before the dawn when, the following morning, three boats approached the Swansong from the direction of the landing stairs at Limehouse Hole.

‘About time,’ muttered Tom. ‘Mr Simmonds! Make ready to receive the lumping gang if you please. I believe the revenue cutter is also approaching, is it not? Pray make sure the officers have everything they need.’

He leaned his hands on the ship’s rail and peered down into the gloom of the pre-dawn light, watching the newcomers scramble up the side. One after the other the lumpers, coopers, riggers, and the rest, reached the rail and dropped down into the waist of the barque, their pinched, sallow faces unsmiling, their hands and necks caked in filth, their clothing in tatters.

‘A motley crew, Mr Simmonds,’ said Tom, observing the new arrivals. ‘I never thought to see such wretches as this in England. It’s a wonder to me they have the strength to work. Don’t they eat? Or wash?’

‘Truth to tell, sir, I ain’t given it no thought,’ said Simmonds. ‘Most of them is lumpers, and lumpers ’ave always looked the same to me. Irish savages, sir. Don’t have nothing to do with ’em. I ain’t seen a sober one yet, sir. Ain’t surprised mind, not when you consider they work for the likes of that villain, Boylin.’

Simmonds paused. ‘Was you shipmates, sir? You and Boylin? He seemed to know you, when he saw you, like.’

Tom nodded. ‘Aye, we were shipmates. I was his commanding officer when I had the Minot – twenty-six guns – a few years ago.’

‘That a fact? He don’t seem to like you none, Captain.’

‘No, I don’t suppose he does,’ said Tom, grinning. ‘Fractious little foremast jack, he was.’

‘Pressed man, I’ll warrant.’

‘Aye, and of the worst kind,’ said Tom, watching the Swansong’s lower yards swing round in preparation for unlading the ship. ‘Got tipped out of Newgate onto a holding hulk and from there to me. I could have done without him. He was trouble from the day he was shipped aboard; hadn’t been with us five minutes before he was caught stealing the people’s rations. He was lucky not to be tossed overboard. He was charged and brought before me, but he wasn’t prepared to accept my award and chose a court martial instead. It cost him two hundred lashes and he was thrown off the ship’s books.’

‘Christ!’ exclaimed Simmonds. ‘The flogging must have damned near killed him.’

‘He wasn’t a pretty sight when they cut him down, that’s for certain.’

‘Still don’t look too pretty, do he?’ said Simmonds. ‘What with the scars on his face an’ all.’

‘He didn’t get that from us,’ said Tom, rubbing the three-day stubble on his chin. ‘No, I’ve a feeling it was quicklime that did that. When I knew him he was a handsome specimen and quite the lady’s man.’

‘Oh, aye?’

‘Saw the effects of lime often enough when I was a lad watching the men in the pits,’ said Tom, more to himself than to Simmonds. ‘Just a slip of the hand and the stuff would be all over you …’

He paused and stared out over the reach. ‘It’s a terrible thing to watch a man burning like that, to hear him scream and watch him try to claw the lime from his skin. I’ll warrant there’s many a limey-man paid dearly for his lack of attention.’

‘It don’t seem to stop Boylin none,’ said Simmonds. ‘Struts about like a crow in the gutter and that’s a fact.’

‘Aye, you’re probably right,’ said Tom. ‘I’ve heard his name talked on by some of my fellow captains. Seems our Master Boylin has got himself quite a reputation in these parts. Mark you, I was still surprised to see him. I’d not realised he had a stretch of the port to himself.’

He stared out over the Rotherhithe Marsh towards Wapping, then went on, ‘As for the lime, I reckon he’s still working with the stuff. I could smell it on his clothes. Ah, the revenue, at last. Be so good as to see to the officers, Mr Simmonds, if you please.’

Tom turned and walked to the ship’s rail, thinking about Boylin and remembering the look in his eye: the same look the Irishman had given him three years before when they’d cut him down from the grating. He glanced up at the sound of approaching footsteps.

‘If you please, sir.’ Mr Simmonds touched his forehead. ‘Unlading is ready to commence.’

‘Thank you, Mr Simmonds. You may carry on. I’ll be in my cabin should you be wanting for anything.’

Tom headed for his cabin door. His encounter with Boylin probably meant nothing … Suddenly, a loud cracking sound like splintering wood stopped him in his tracks. He spun round, caught a glimpse of a movement below the forecastle break, and saw the outline of two men.

‘Mr Simmonds!’

‘Aye, sir.’

‘Bring those confounded men to me at once.’ Tom squinted into the glare of the sun as the men emerged from the shadows.

‘And your name is …?’ said Tom, staring at the first of the two, a stooped, cadaverous figure in his late thirties, with grime filling the creases of his skin, rimming his deep-set, bloodshot eyes.

‘Sure my name is Gabriel. Gabriel Newman, your honour. It’s the foreman lumper I am.’ The voice was sly, ingratiating.

‘What were you doing, Newman? You and this fellow with you?’

‘Sure we was only looking at yon barrel, Captain. On account of it’s stove in.’

‘Mr Simmonds—’ Tom half-turned to the mate. ‘Be so good as to inspect that hogshead and let me know what you find. And you, sir. Your name, sir.’

Tom jutted his chin at the squat, bull-necked man standing immediately behind Newman.

‘Murphy.’ The man sniffed and drew a sleeve across a broken nose.

‘And what is it you—Yes Mr Simmonds, what did you find?’ said Tom, interrupted by the sight of the returning mate.

‘If you please, sir, the barrel appears to have been freshly damaged.’

‘Thank you, Mr Simmonds. What have you to say about that, Murphy?’

The lumper’s eyes hardened and he looked away, saying nothing.

‘You heard the captain, mister.’ The diminutive figure of the mate stepped forward. ‘Answer this instant or you’ll be the sorrier for it.’

‘Damn your eyes,’ said Murphy, turning on his heel and heading for the starboard rail. ‘I answer to no man.’

Simmonds lunged forward and caught the lumper’s shoulder with his outstretched hand. He got no further. With a speed that belied his bulk, Murphy reached for an adze lying on top of a nearby barrel and aimed it at the mate’s head. Simmonds ducked, but it was too late. The razor-like edge of the ship-builders’ tool caught him a glancing blow on the left side of his temple, gouging skin and flesh and exposing the white bone of his skull. His eyes widened in surprise as his knees buckled and he sank slowly to the deck.

‘One more step and I shoot.’ Tom’s icy tone cut through the ensuing silence, his pistol pointing at Murphy’s chest.

‘Shoot and be damned, Captain, but be holding your pistol straight, else you’re a dead man,’ said an infuriated Murphy, leaping towards the captain, the adze slashing the air between them. Tom felt the swish of air as the heavy length of steel sang past his face.

Then he pulled the trigger.
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