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CHAPTER 1

March 1799

The Port of London

Moses Solomon woke with a start and stared out over the Thames. The inky blackness of the night was pierced by the shimmering light of several dozen lanterns on the ships lying at anchor in the Lower Pool.

His heart was racing. Something had woken him.

He struggled onto one elbow, the joints of his thin frame stiff from the damp air. He glanced up and down the narrow passageway that led off Wapping Wall, in a desperate need for reassurance in the loneliness of the night. He could hear nothing except the gentle gurgle of the tideway oozing its way to the distant sea and the low moan of the wind. He looked towards the river where a lantern hung from a wrought-iron arch over Pelican Stairs, spilling its dull, yellow glow onto the steps.

Solomon shivered and drew his threadbare coat about him, turning up the collar and holding it to his throat. Perhaps he’d imagined whatever it was that had woken him. He struggled to stay awake, his eyes drooping.

Then he heard a splash. His looked towards the river. This time there was no mistaking the sound or where it had come from. He shaded his eyes from the faint glare of the lantern and stared into the night. A heavy length of timber bumped against a mooring pole at the foot of the stairs, making him jump.

It spun out of sight and the silence returned.

He remained still, peering at the shifting shadows that were like so many demons in his mind, listening to the sounds of the moving river. Then he stood and crept to the head of the stairs, his heart hammering against the wall of his chest.

A movement cut across the extremity of his vision, a flash of white in the water. He swivelled his head. A man’s face appeared, fleeting and indistinct, seeming to struggle with the fast-flowing tide. Solomon ducked out of sight and pressed his body against the passage wall. He struggled to breathe, felt tightness across his chest. He wanted to run, but couldn’t. Thirty seconds passed; then forty, and still he didn’t move, his eyes riveted to the place where he’d seen the face.

A heavy clump. Close by. Then the sound of laboured breathing and of someone climbing the river stairs below him. Solomon scrambled away, gulping for air, his mouth dry. He reached the top of the passage and turned right, ducking into the porch of the Devil’s Tavern.

Behind him, the footsteps had stopped.

Solomon stood as still as he was able, his body trembling, his ears straining to catch the least sound. From the river end of the passage, a loose stone rolled over a wooden step and thumped onto the tread below, the sound magnified by the still of the night. Solomon eased himself away from the tavern door and crept to the corner of the building from where he could see down the passage. A young man was standing less than thirty feet away. He was bent over, one arm outstretched, braced against the wall of the tavern, his chest rising and falling as though exhausted and out of breath. Suddenly he straightened and looked out over the river. He seemed to have been startled by something.

Then he turned.

The lantern over the arch shone on a face stiff with pain, the young man’s wide-spaced eyes wet with tears, his teeth clamped over his bottom lip, his shoulder-length hair hanging limp about his face. He appeared to gather himself then started up the alley, his progress slow and irregular, his left leg dragging behind him in the dirt. Solomon backed into the doorway of the tavern. The young man drew level. His clothes smelt of fish and sea water. He stopped and glanced nervously over his shoulder, along the way he had come.

Solomon waited, barely breathing, certain he’d be discovered. He felt the sweat forming in the filth-stained creases of his brow and begin to roll down over his eyes to the folds of his thin neck. He knew what to expect if he were seen. The beating would follow as surely as the coming dawn. It had happened before. On countless occasions. He was a hat-seller and ragman accustomed to walking the streets, used to the insults and worse of those that passed by.

He tensed. The stranger had turned west, towards the City, was limping away from him, the scraping noise of his boot fading into the night – the stamp and drag of a man in pain.

He expelled a lungful of air and waited for his pulse to slow. He leaned forwards, out of the doorway, searching the street. There was little to see beyond the reach of his arm. He crept to the corner of the tavern and stared down the length of the alley, the splash of yellow light from the lantern on the arch his only point of reference.

He found himself wondering what had happened to the young man, why he’d been limping. He remembered the look of fear on the lad’s face as he’d turned away from the river and the light had caught the look in his eye. He thought again of the noise that had woken him. An explosion; a sudden burst of noise, like the discharge of a gun. Gunfire would explain the boy’s injury. A knot of fear formed in his stomach. He realised there wasn’t another landing place within a quarter of a mile of where he stood. If the young man was being pursued, his pursuers would have to come this way.

He had to leave.

Then Solomon caught the sound of a voice, low and indistinct. He listened, his head on one side. It had come from the river, of that he was sure. But where, exactly? Perhaps from a watchman on one of the ships. He dismissed the idea. The voice had been too close for that.

He cupped his hands behind his ears and waited to hear it again. He wanted to be sure. There was a soft splash, an oar entering the water followed by the familiar thud and creak of the leather sleeve striking the thole pins.

It was enough. He pushed himself away from the tavern, slipping on wet cobblestones as he did so. He reached out a hand to save himself, the sudden movement dislodging the pile of hats he was wearing. They tumbled to the ground.

He searched for them, keeping one eye on the passageway, his thin pulse racing. He found three. One was still missing. He couldn’t spare the time to find it. He heard the voice again. Much closer. He caught sight of the missing hat, picked it up and hurried away. It was then he realised he was no longer wearing his kippah, his skullcap. His stomach tightened. He thought of going back. He’d no time; would return to look for it in the morning, when it was safe. He scuttled along Wapping Wall, his long black coat flying behind him.

*

Out on the Lower Pool of the River Thames, a skiff slid through the water, its bow wave barely causing a ripple on the smooth surface. In the stern, a tall figure sat hunched over the tiller, his eyes scanning the Shadwell foreshore, his narrow face set in a frown of concentration. He reached up to anchor his battered tricorn more firmly on his head.

Pierre Moreau was not normally troubled by the ups and downs that were, regrettably, a feature of his professional life. Quite the reverse. As a commissaire de police in Paris, responsible for investigating the activities of the enemies of the French Republic, he prided himself on his composure, his ability to get things done with the minimum of fuss. But on this occasion matters had gone seriously wrong. It should never have happened.

He wiped away a trickle of perspiration from his forehead and glanced at the short, thickset frame of his companion who was, at that moment, leaning back on the oars. André Dubois – soldier, thief, assassin – had failed him; the young Englishman had escaped.

Perhaps the fault was his. He had, after all, agreed to Dubois being brought back from the Italian campaign to assist in this operation. No one had compelled him to do so. And he could hardly claim not to have known what he was like: the fellow had been one of his informants.

Moreau shook his head at the memory. He had not long arrived in Marseille when the two of them had met – he a comparatively inexperienced police officer, still in his middle twenties, Dubois several years his junior, a hotheaded street fighter with a volcanic temper, whose weapons of choice were the knife and the garrotte.

It had not taken him long to appreciate the value of someone like the young Dubois in terms of the information that he might provide. And he had accordingly made it his business to cultivate the relationship to what he saw as their mutual benefit. The courtship had, however, seldom gone the way Moreau would have wished, his new protégé making frequent and extravagant demands for protection from the consequences of his freewheeling criminal activity.

And if the policeman in him had hoped that his assistance on these occasions would buy him the information he craved, he was often disappointed. Yet, despite these drawbacks, the morsels of intelligence he was able to extract from his volatile informant were sufficient to make the association worthwhile, at least for the time being.

But with the passage of time, Dubois’s reputation for violence spread and it became increasingly difficult for Moreau not to appear complicit in his activities. In the spring of 1794 the bodies of two men were found by police close to the Marseille waterfront. They had been garrotted and suspicion inevitably fell on Dubois, more especially since he was known to have fought with both men in the days preceding the murders.

The commissaire had not seen his informant after that. Within months he had been promoted and moved to Paris, all thought of the erstwhile Dubois rapidly fading from his mind.

Moreau turned to look at the faint glow of a lantern on the north bank of the river, examining it carefully. It seemed to be in the right position. He steered the boat towards it, his mind still on the subject of his informant. For reasons he’d never been able to discover, his colleagues in Marseille had been unable to find sufficient evidence to charge Dubois with the double killing, despite the very public nature of the offence. No one, it appeared, had seen anything, and there the matter rested.

Now, nearly five years after Pierre Moreau had last seen him, he and Dubois were again working together on a mission that was as dangerous as it was important to the outcome of the war against England. The instructions received from Monsieur Jean-Pierre Duval, the ministre de la police in Paris, had left little to the imagination.

‘Information has been received from a reliable source that requires our immediate action if advantage is to be taken of the opportunity it presents,’ Duval had said. ‘I want you to undertake the operation. It is, I regret, dangerous. If it were not, I should have sent someone less able. Your assistant on this occasion is André Dubois, a person with whom you have, I believe, worked in the past.’

Moreau glanced again at the shoreline. The light was closer now, the buildings on either side looming out of the darkness, the black roofs stark against the deep purple of a pre-dawn sky.

If he had expected the military to have knocked a bit of sense into Dubois, he was disappointed. While active service in Italy had curbed the more obvious excesses of Dubois’s violent nature, it had not eradicated them. A report from his chef de brigade spoke of a determined if insubordinate and quick-tempered soldier whose willingness to engage the enemy was matched only by his ability to take offence, leading to numerous scraps with his own comrades.

The report reminded him of something else Monsieur Duval had told him about his new assistant.

‘Shortly after you left Marseille,’ said the ministre de la police, ‘Dubois’s father died. I cannot recall the reason – the pox, I believe, but it matters not. He was a highly successful captain of a corsair operating under a lettre de cours. Before the war, he would often take his son with him. In the course of his business, they visited Gibraltar where the boy learned to speak English. You may feel this qualification to be of some benefit to the present assignment.

‘After his father’s death, the vessel, still operating under a lettre de cours, passed to his son. As you can imagine, the young Dubois was immediately filled with dreams of riches. Unfortunately, the dreams were not matched by his skill as a commander. Almost immediately he fell victim to a British man-of-war which seized the vessel. The lad spent the following six months as a prisoner in England. To my certain knowledge, Dubois has never forgotten that incident and bears a deep and lasting hatred for the British. From your point of view, then, your assistant has both strengths and weaknesses. He is a useful man to have with you in a fight and his excellent English is an advantage. On the other hand, you will know better than I that he is extremely volatile, a confirmed criminal and, I suspect, may take any opportunity to kill while in England. You will have to watch him carefully.’

Moreau knew he couldn’t have it both ways. Dubois might be the scum of the earth but he would have been worthless as an informant – and as his assistant on this operation – had he not been. He had always known, even before his conversation with the ministre de la police, that with the advantages would come the liabilities. He just hadn’t expected things to start going wrong quite so soon.

He pushed the skiff’s tiller hard over and swung the small craft up into the ebb tide, the swirling water pushing the vessel’s bow towards the base of Pelican Stairs. Another few seconds and the hull was scraping silently against one of the mooring poles at the foot of the oaken steps.

‘Wait here a moment.’ Moreau waved his assistant back onto his seat. ‘If the boy is still in the area I don’t want to lose him for want of a little care.’

Climbing out of the skiff he crept up the stairs and looked over the lip of the river wall. It was, as he had suspected, deserted. A knot formed in the pit of his stomach. The young man’s escape was not going to help matters.

He glanced up into the night sky. The first trace of grey had appeared, low down on the eastern horizon. He shivered in the cold damp air. Time was running out. He beckoned his companion and the two men moved cautiously along the narrow passage towards Wapping Wall.

‘Citoyen Moreau.’

Moreau stopped and looked round.

‘What is it?’

‘It’s still warm.’ Dubois held out a small black skullcap. ‘The owner was here in the last two or three minutes. He may have seen us. Or the boy.’

What Moses Solomon wanted, more than anything else, was somewhere to lay down his head and sleep; somewhere he’d be safe, somewhere he’d not be disturbed. Beyond that, he was too tired to think. He shuffled along a still deserted Wapping Wall, stopping frequently to look over his shoulder, glances that served no purpose but to fuel his anxiety.

And Solomon knew what it was to be anxious, to be followed, tripped, kicked and beaten for the sport of others. The treatment had left its legacy. He walked with a permanent limp where a hurled stone had once smashed his right knee. He’d learned, over the years, to be circumspect about where he went and what he said, yet it wasn’t always possible to avoid trouble.

It was the lot of a Jew, especially one as advanced in years as he was; a Jew who followed the old ways and dressed accordingly. He was often called upon to pay the price for the sin of being different. There had been a time in his youth when he had thought the cost too high, had wanted to abandon the certainties of his forefathers and meld into the fabric of the host community. But he had not done so. He didn’t know why. Judaism had made demands on every aspect of his life, demands that he had often struggled to make sense of and which the world beyond seemed unable to comprehend. It was only with the onset of old age that he had come to value the traditions by which he lived, and learned to accept the disdain of those outside the narrow confines of his faith.

Solomon noted the streaks of grey in the sky behind him. Soon the streets would be full of men making their way to work – the lumpers, coopers, rope-makers, coal-heavers and the rest. He both looked forward to and dreaded the dawn with its inherent perils and opportunities. But for the moment all was quiet, the street deserted. He still had time to sleep, if only for an hour or so.

He had almost reached the junction with New Gravel Lane when he heard the sound of rapid footsteps approaching from behind. He slipped into a doorway and listened. The footsteps were getting closer. They belonged to more than one person. He stared into the gloom. It was too early for anyone to be going to work.

The seconds passed. Then the dim outlines of two men appeared. The shapes became clearer. They were looking for someone, their heads turning this way and that as they drew closer. He was reminded of the injured boy he’d seen by the river stairs, the hunted expression in his eyes as he’d turned away from the Thames. He’d been frightened of something. A shiver of apprehension ran down Solomon’s spine. He closed his eyes. The footsteps stopped close to where he stood. He shrank back into the doorway. Beads of cold sweat ran down the side of his face. He fought down the urge to reach up and wipe them away.

A voice spoke, low and guttural, in a language he didn’t know. He peeped through half-closed eyes, his knees threatening to give way from under him. He could see two men. One taller than the other. They were standing with their backs to him, conversing. No, not conversing – arguing. He could hear his own breathing, loud and rasping.

The men stopped talking. They had turned and were looking at him. The taller of the two came towards him. He was holding something in his hand. It was a kippah. His kippah. Solomon stared at it in shocked silence. The man spoke.

‘Is this yours, old man?’

Solomon nodded.

‘What were you doing by the stairs?’

Solomon didn’t answer, too afraid to speak.

‘I asked you a question, old man. What were you doing by the stairs?’

‘It’s on account of where I sleep.’ Solomon’s eyes remained fixed on the roadway. He’d learned not to meet the gaze of others, to challenge their authority.

‘Why did you leave?’

‘I heard someone coming and I were afraid.’ Solomon swallowed, his throat dry.

‘We’re looking for a young friend. Did you see him?’

‘No, your honour, I regret I did not.’ Solomon ducked as he saw the shorter of the men take a step towards him, a knife in his hand. The man stopped, prevented from coming any closer by his companion’s arm across his chest. Solomon closed his eyes again. If he was to die he wished they would get it over with. He could hear them talking to one another. Then the sound of retreating footsteps. He opened his eyes. The men were leaving. His kippah was on the ground at his feet. He stooped and picked it up, his pulse still racing.
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