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About the Book

London, 1870: A Hungarian immigrant is found dead in what appears to be a ritualistic killing, with a bayonet through his heart, his fingers broken and his body surrounded by seventeen blood-dipped candles. At first, Commander William Monk of the Thames River Police suspects the killer is from within the community, but when another murder takes place, Monk fears the immigrants are being targeted by an outsider . . .

Meanwhile, Hester is reunited with a doctor who had been left for dead on a Crimean battlefield.  Traumatised by his experiences, Fitz has made his way home via Hungary and is now living in the community.  Hester is determined to help him and, when he is accused of the killings, she sets out to prove his innocence . . .
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Chapter One

‘It’s a bad one, sir.’ The policeman shook his head as he stepped back on the wharf allowing Commander Monk of the Thames River Police to reach the top of the stone stairs up from the water. He moved on to the dock itself. Hooper had made fast the two-oar police boat they had come in and was hard behind him.

To the south, the Pool of London was already busy. Huge cranes lifted loads of bales from ships’ holds and swung them ponderously over to the docks. The water was congested with boats at anchor, waiting their turn, barges loading, ferries going back and forth from one side of the river to the other. Black masts were a tangle of lines against the backdrop of the city and its smoke.

‘What’s unusually bad?’ Monk asked. ‘Who is he?’

‘He’s one o’ them Hungarians.’

‘Hungarians?’ Monk’s curiosity was piqued.

‘Yes, sir. Got a few of them around ’ere. Not thousands, like, but enough.’

The policeman led them past stacks of timber into a storage bay, then opened the door into one of the warehouses.

Monk followed, and Hooper after him.

Inside was just like any other warehouse – packed with timber, unopened boxes and bales of goods – except that no one was working.

The policeman observed Monk’s glance. ‘Sent ’em home. Only make it more muddled,’ he added. ‘Best they don’t see any of it.’

‘Was it one of them who found him?’ Monk asked.

‘No, sir. Didn’t know ’e was even there. Thought ’e were at ’ome, where ’e should ’a been.’

Monk was beside him now, keeping step across the floor and to the stairs that led up to the offices.

‘So who did?’

‘A Mr Dob— something. I can’t say them names right.’

‘Lead the way,’ Monk directed. ‘I suppose you’ve called the police surgeon?’

‘Oh, yes, sir. And I didn’t touch a thing, believe me!’

Monk felt a chill of premonition, but he made no reply.

At the top of the stairs he followed a short passage, then came to a door. There were low voices murmuring inside. The policeman knocked once, then opened it and stood back for Monk to go in.

The room was fairly large for an office, and the light was good. Monk had seen death before. It was a large part of his job. But this was more violent than usual and the raw smell of blood filled the air. It seemed to be over everything, as if the poor man had staggered and fallen against the chairs, the table and even the walls. Now he lay on his back on the floor, and the army rifle with its fixed bayonet was sticking up from his chest like a broken mast, crooked and looking as if it would fall awry at any moment.

Monk blinked.

The middle-aged man kneeling on the floor beside the body turned and looked up at him. ‘Commander Monk. Thought they’d send for you,’ he said drily. ‘Not a job any man’d keep, if he could push it off on to someone else. Place opens on to the water, so I suppose it’s yours.’

‘Good morning, Dr Hyde,’ Monk said bleakly. He had known and respected the police surgeon for some time. ‘What can you tell me, other than that?’

‘Dead about two hours, I would say. Not entirely a medical opinion. Could be longer, except that the warehouse itself was closed until six, and he hasn’t been here all night, so he must have come since then. No way in here except up these stairs.’

‘But at least an hour and a half?’ Monk pressed him. It was a tight time period, and that should help.

‘Still warm,’ Hyde answered. ‘And the first workers got here about an hour ago. ‘Your friend here,’ he gestured to the policeman, ‘will tell you that none of the men on the warehouse floor came up here. So if it was them, then they’re all in it, lying their heads off. You could try them, of course.’ He looked back at the corpse. ‘Looks plain enough. Bayonet through the chest. Bled to death in a few minutes.’

Monk looked around the blood-spattered room.

‘I didn’t say immediately!’ Hyde snapped. ‘And there are cuts on his hands and arms. In fact all the fingers are broken on his right hand.’

‘A fight?’ Monk was hopeful. This man was big, heavy. Whoever fought with him should have a good few bruises as well, possibly more than that.

‘Not much of one.’ Hyde pulled his face into an expression of disgust. ‘One man armed with a fixed bayonet, and the other apparently with nothing.’

‘But his fist was damaged,’ Monk argued. ‘So at least he got in one pretty good blow.’

‘You don’t listen, man! I said his fingers were broken. All of them, and it looks intentional. Not evenly, as they more likely would be if he hit something. Dislocated and broken, like deliberate mutilation.’

Monk said nothing. It was conscious brutality, not the result of hot temper, more like deliberate torture.

Hyde grunted and looked back again at the corpse. ‘I’ll give you the rifle and bayonet when I’ve taken it out of him, at the morgue. There is more to the wound than just this. Don’t know what, but that’s up to you. If there’s only one wound, then God knows what happened. There’s blood over all those candles over there,’ he gestured to several tables and ledges, ‘and those torn-up bits of paper. But none on his hands. I suppose you noticed that?’

Monk had not. But he had noticed that the man’s mouth was badly disfigured, and covered with blood.

‘Is that more than just bruising?’ he asked. ‘A punch in the mouth, against his own teeth?’

Hyde bent closer, and was silent for several moments. ‘No,’ he said at last. He swallowed. ‘His lips have been cut off, after death. They’re stuffed in his mouth. At least I think that’s what’s in there. God help us.’

‘Who is he?’ Monk asked.

The other man in the room came forward. He was of average height, and ordinary build. In fact, there was nothing unusual about him until he spoke. His voice was penetrating, even when quietly used, and his eyes were an extraordinarily clear and piercing blue. He looked at Monk in a way that might have been deferential. ‘His name was Imrus Fodor, sir. I knew him only slightly, but we Hungarians are not so many here in this part of London that we are strangers to each other.’ He spoke English with barely any accent.

‘Thank you.’ Monk looked at the man steadily. ‘How do you come to be here, Mr . . .?’

‘Dobokai, sir, Antal Dobokai. I am a pharmacist. I have a small shop on Mercer Street. I came to deliver a potion to poor . . . Fodor. For his feet.’ He held up a brown paper bag.

‘Do you normally make your own deliveries?’ Monk asked curiously. ‘And at this hour of the morning?’

‘If I am not busy, yes. It is a small service. It pays in loyalty, and I do not dislike the walk, especially at this time of the year.’ Dobokai’s eyes did not waver for an instant. There was such an intensity of emotion in him that Monk found it hard to look away. But if he had set out to perform a small kindness, and come in to find this bloody carnage, it was hardly surprising he was emotionally raw. Any sane man would be.

‘I’m sorry you had to discover this.’ Monk meant it. If he found it shocking himself, what must this ordinary domestic chemist feel, when it had happened to a man he knew? But better to ask the questions now, while the memory was part of his immediate experience, than have to revisit it later. ‘Can you tell me what happened from the time you left your own premises?’

Dobokai blinked; his concentration was obvious, and intense. He managed to continue while Hyde’s assistants came in and put the body on a stretcher. They manoeuvred around so as not to bump into anything, and carried the body out. Hyde followed immediately after them, leaving Monk alone with Dobokai and the policeman. Monk knew the young man would be making a plan of the building, and finding every possible way anyone could have come in or out.

‘I woke early,’ Dobokai said quietly. ‘At about six I decided to collect some of the medicines that needed delivering today. I put Fodor’s potion in a bag.’ He opened another bag and showed Monk several screws of white powder.

‘And then . . .?’ Monk prompted.

‘I know that Mrs Stanley rises early too. Can’t sleep, poor woman. I delivered her opium at about half-past six . . .’

‘Where does she live?’ Monk interrupted.

‘On Farling Street, right near the crossroads.’

‘And then?’

‘I took Mr Dawkins his laudanum. He lives a little further down, on Martha Street,’ Dobokai replied. ‘Then I stopped at the Hungarian café on the corner of the High Street and had a cup of coffee and a pastry. I knew it wouldn’t be open for business here until eight o’clock, which is when I arrived.’

Monk turned to the policeman. ‘Did any of the men get here early?’

‘No, sir. I asked them, but according to what they say, they all came at the same time, eight o’clock exactly. The dead man was very strict. Bit of a martinet about time. Dock any man who was late.’

Dobokai interrupted. ‘But he very rarely kept them late, and if he did, he paid well for it.’

‘And all the men came here together?’ Monk pressed.

‘Yes, sir, that’s what they said – all of them,’ the policeman agreed. ‘Looks like he was killed before anyone else got here. Agrees with what the doc said. Sorry, sir, the police surgeon,’ he amended.

‘But you came up here, Mr Dobokai?’ Monk reaffirmed. ‘Just after eight. Were the workers all here?’

‘Yes. I . . . I went up to give him the potion, and I found . . . this.’ His eyes flickered around the room, then back again at Monk. He had a naturally sallow complexion but now he looked ill.

‘Did you happen to notice the men working downstairs when you passed them? Was there anyone you knew?’ It was perhaps a foolish question, but sometimes people recalled more than they expected to, even trivia that seemed of no importance.

‘Yes, sir,’ Dobokai replied, a little colour returning to his face. ‘There were seven men. I know them by sight, but that’s all.’

Monk was surprised at the exact number. ‘Whereabouts? Perhaps you will draw a sketch for the constable?’

‘Two were on the big bench just inside the door,’ Dobokai answered without hesitation. ‘One standing in the middle of the floor. And four along the bench at the back. They had tools out. Three wood saws and the last one had a pair of pliers in his . . . left hand.’

‘You are unusually observant. Thank you.’

‘Not a day I’ll forget,’ Dobokai said quietly. ‘Poor Fodor. Before you ask me, I have no idea who would have done this to him. He seemed a very ordinary sort of man to me. Lived alone. His wife’s dead. Worked hard to build his business up, and he was doing well. I think . . . I think you’ve got a lunatic here. The place is . . .’ He turned around slowly, looking at the blood, the broken candles, their wicks scarlet as if they had been dipped in the dead man’s wounds. There must have been sixteen or seventeen of them, all different shapes and sizes. ‘What sane man could do this?’ he asked helplessly. ‘I will help you to solve this. I know them. I will translate for you, for those whose English is not good. Anything—’

‘Thank you,’ Monk cut him off. ‘If I need your help, I shall ask you, and be grateful for it.’ He understood Dobokai’s fear, his need to feel that he was doing something, not just standing by. ‘First we shall speak to the men. I’ll have someone go through Fodor’s business accounts, monies due, owed, and so on. That may tell us something.’

Dobokai looked at him sceptically. ‘This is how you settle overdue debts in England? I have been here in your country for many years, Commander. Before I was in London, I was in Yorkshire. Good steel-making country. Good people. This is not business, not English business.’

Monk looked into Dobokai’s remarkable, clear blue eyes, and realised his error. He had underestimated this man. ‘No, of course it isn’t,’ he agreed. ‘We have to go through the motions, just to exclude the possibility. But you are right. This is hatred, a terrible, uncontrolled passion to destroy. But I don’t want to frighten people if I can avoid it. And we must find out all we can. Looking into his business is as good a way to start as any other. It will allow us to ask questions.’

‘I see. I see,’ Dobokai said quickly. ‘A way in. Of course. I should have understood. Yes. You cannot tell people there is a monster loose; they will panic. I shall tell no one how . . . what a horror this is. You will ask people what they have seen, and bit by bit you will work it out.’ He looked around the room again. ‘Such hatred,’ he whispered, not to Monk, but to himself.

Monk had the powerful feeling that Dobokai was realising something that he had never seen before, not fully, not like this. In due course, perhaps he, Monk, would find out what it was.

‘Thank you, Mr Dobokai,’ he said more gently. ‘We’ll stay here a little longer, speak to the workers, the neighbours, and see if anybody has noticed anything different. In case we need you, leave your exact address with Mr Hooper, outside, and let us know if you think of anything further.’

‘Yes,’ Dobokai agreed. ‘Yes, of course.’ Now he was unsurprisingly quite relieved to excuse himself and go out of the awful room, escorted by the constable.

Monk looked around again, alone now. Everything he saw – the splashes of blood, the blood-daubed candles, two of them a dark purple, close to blue, the torn-up paper, which looked like it might be a letter of some kind – all of it spoke of rage, absolutely out of control, almost beyond sanity. What sane man did this to another? 

But where had such depth of feeling come from that no one had seen it? Or perhaps they had? If he looked in the right place, surely he would find something to tell him that Fodor himself had been aware of it. And there would be others who could help, colleagues of Fodor, friends. Such hatred did not spring into being without a deep foundation.

Hooper came back from questioning the employees, and searching the building for traces of entry or exit. He and Monk had worked together for some time now, two or three years at least. Hooper was a big man, quietly spoken, but there was a depth of both intelligence and emotion beneath his controlled manner; Monk had seen it in extraordinary loyalty. When everyone else had considered Monk guilty of error, and worse, Hooper had risked his own life to save him, not to mention his career to defend him.

‘Sir?’ Hooper asked.

‘Oh . . . yes.’ Monk swung round to face him. ‘Learn anything?’

‘Nothing that looks useful,’ Hooper replied ruefully. ‘No one broke in. Can’t climb up from the water, anyway. Back entrance locked and bolted from the inside.’

‘So we’re starting with the entire community to pick from,’ Monk concluded.

‘Dobokai . . .’

‘Right. That is, if he was really mixing ointment for the dead man’s feet. Have to check it.’ He looked around the room. ‘You’d think someone who hated this violently would be pretty clear the moment we saw him. Probably baying at the moon, with blood on his teeth. But he can’t be. He’ll probably look like anyone else . . . most of the time.’

Hooper shrugged. It was true. Obvious eccentrics were sometimes the sanest people of all, and repressed, obedient followers, when they finally snapped, could have unimaginable monsters inside them – or not.

‘Have to see what we can find out about Imrus Fodor, poor devil,’ Monk said. ‘I suppose most of his neighbours and customers will speak English?’

Fodor’s house was pleasant, ordinary on the outside, like all those along the street, but inside unusually comfortable, and definitely full of character. They had found his door keys in his office at the warehouse, so breaking in was unnecessary. They stood in the hall and stared around.

‘Not English,’ Hooper said, but there was interest in his voice, even a degree of respect.

Monk looked at the paintings on the walls. Several of them were of horsemen in dress he had never seen before. One was of a city he did not recognise. It had old-fashioned outlines, foreign to England, but was very beautiful, like a creation of the imagination rather than from history. He also noticed a beautiful, gentle painting of a mother and child, surrounded in gold.

‘He wasn’t a poor man,’ Hooper observed, looking now at the furniture. ‘That hall table would fetch a good price. And the mirror above it, too. Good glass, and the carving is perfect.’

Monk started through the other rooms, touching very little, but gathering a strong impression of the dead man’s taste, and very considerable expenditure on his home. Fodor knew quality and style, and clearly had the means to indulge them. And yet there was no extravagance and no sense of making an effort to impress. Nothing was new. Interesting. Had he brought them with him from Hungary? Or was their acquisition from something uglier? Obtained via blackmail? There had been the sort of hatred in Fodor’s death that spoke of someone over whom he had a power. Was it to hurt, to rob, to destroy? Why now? That was always the question with any violent crime – why now?

‘Have to look very carefully into his last few days,’ Monk said. ‘Last week or two. What happened that a man who lived in a house like this suddenly got attacked as he was, with such hatred?’

But a careful search of the rest of the house turned up nothing that seemed to tell of an unusual event. There was no diary, nothing marked on the calendar on the kitchen wall, no notes, letters or invitations.

‘Start next door,’ Monk said, looking up and down the street. ‘Looks well kept, as if there’s somebody there a lot of the time.’

Hooper smiled. ‘Yes, sir. I saw the curtains twitch.’

‘Right. I’ll go this way,’ Monk directed. ‘You go that.’ He pointed in the other direction. ‘See you at the station.’

Hooper gave a half-salute, and walked away.

They asked the neighbours all sorts of seemingly ordinary questions, trying to find anything unusual, or at the very least what they thought or felt about Imrus Fodor.

‘Nice enough man,’ Mrs Harris said, one door down to the right. She was about fifty, perhaps a year or two older than the victim. ‘Not that I knew him, of course. Hungarian, he was.’ She added that as if it were an explanation.

‘Did he speak good English?’ Monk asked.

‘Ah . . . well, yes, I suppose so. But for all that, he wasn’t like us. Couldn’t be, could he?’

Sometimes Monk chose to be obstructive, to see how an interviewee changed, what they said when they were off guard with annoyance. He decided to use this strategy now.

‘I don’t know,’ he replied. ‘I don’t think I’ve even known a Hungarian. What are they like?’ He kept his expression polite with some difficulty.

‘Like?’ she said stiffly. ‘I don’t know what you mean.’

‘You said he was not like us,’ he reminded her.

‘Well, he wasn’t English, was he!’ she snapped.

‘I believe not.’

‘You ever met an Englishman called “Fodor”?’ She raised her eyebrows.

‘No. Was he rude to you? Untidy? Disrespectful? Unclean? Noisy? Did you ever see him the worse for drink? Did he have women coming and going in the house?’

She looked taken aback. ‘Well . . . no. Except Mrs Durridge, of course. She came and cleaned for him, and might have cooked, for all I know.’

He got little more from Mrs Harris, or the next people he spoke to. The man behind the counter at the corner tobacconist’s was more forthright.

‘Not enough work around here for us, never mind all the foreigners coming in,’ he said darkly. ‘Not that he was bad,’ he added. ‘Took on a few workers, ’e did, but mostly ’is own, like. More foreigners. But what do you expect? Foreign newspapers they’ve got too. Print them right ’ere. That pharmacist fellow, Dobokai, ’as something to do with that. Not any idea what they’re saying about us. Can’t read a word of it. Could be anything.’

‘Perhaps it’s news from Hungary?’ Monk suggested.

The man grunted. ‘They’re different, that’s all. And now look what’s ’appened! Got himself murdered. Don’t want that kind of thing ’ere.’

‘We don’t need any more,’ Monk agreed. ‘We’ve got enough of our own without help.’

The man looked at him narrowly. ‘What’s it to you, then?’

‘Police,’ Monk replied. ‘Want to find out who did this to him, and get them put away as soon as possible.’

‘Right. You do that!’

‘Need your help. I don’t know the area here,’ Monk replied.

‘Where do you live, then? You foreign too?’

‘Other side of the river,’ Monk replied. ‘Just about straight across from here. Up from the Greenwich Stairs a bit.’

‘Well, what do you want to know?’

Monk surprised himself. ‘What do you know about Antal Dobokai?’

‘Interesting fellow . . .’ The tobacconist gave it some consideration. ‘Quiet. But underneath it, thinking all the time. Educated. But in Hungary, o’ course, where ’e comes from. Does sums in ’is ’ead faster than most of us can on paper, an’ always right. Was an architect once, so rumour ’as it. Harder to find work over ’ere. We got our own. But seems ’e’s doing all right. Why? You think ’e done it?’ There was both scepticism and amusement in his face.

‘No,’ Monk replied. ‘Looks as if he’s the one man who couldn’t have, so far.’

‘Why’s that, then?’

‘Time. Can’t be in two places at once.’

‘Bad thing. You’re police: was it as bad as talk ’as it?’

‘Pretty ugly. Someone hated him, or was out of his mind in some way or other. Is there strong feeling in the community? Rivalries? Feuds?’

The man looked slightly surprised. ‘They’re different, I suppose, them Hungarians, but civil enough, if you’re civil to them. Don’t bother me. Of course, there’s always them that don’t like anyone who’s different, dresses different, acts different, like. Stick-in-the-mud, like. Like old Sallis around the corner. “Good enough for my father, and ’is father before ’im, good enough for me,” ’e’ll say. Like change is an insult.’

‘Did you know Fodor?’

‘Some. Nice enough. Always got a good word or two. Never walks right by you, like some. But then they’re all different, like we are.’

We, and them. Monk noticed it over and over. He stayed a little longer, then moved on a block or so and asked a greengrocer, then a cobbler. It was late afternoon and he had learned nothing unexpected when he met up with Hooper again.

‘Not much help,’ Hooper said, shaking his head. ‘Known locally, especially among the other Hungarians. Quite a few of them in the area. All come to the same place. Reckon I’d do the same if I had to live in some other country. Not like I would! Why’d they come here? Ones I spoke to were doing well enough. Why not stay at home, where you’re just like anyone else?’

‘Did you ask them?’

Hooper smiled ruefully. ‘Got enough people asking that, like they’d no right to be here. Got nothing useful, sir. Everyone says what you’d expect them to. He was all right, but still a foreigner.’ He shook his head. ‘This was someone who knew him well and hated him, or is a madman.’

Monk had reluctantly reached the same conclusion. He wished Hooper had argued with him, and yet if he had, Monk would have thought less of him. It was too easy to evade a truth because you did not like it.

‘Or someone who hated incomers,’ Hooper added. ‘Felt a bit of that. Some people find change threatening.’

‘Then they should go and live out in the countryside,’ Monk said tartly. ‘The city’s changing all the time. That’s what’s both good and bad about it. I heard the same, but it’s just grumbling, as some people grumble about the weather.’

‘Somebody hated the poor devil,’ Hooper said as they began to walk. The sun was lowering in the sky, pavements already partially in shadow. ‘Perhaps we should get Dobokai to help us? He might pick up inflections we don’t. He knows the people and he speaks the language. Most of them seem to have pretty fair English, but they still speak to each other in Hungarian. We might be missing something.’

‘I think I’m missing everything,’ Monk said with a touch of bitterness. ‘It’s not a random lunatic. There was hatred in that room; deep, irrational, personal hatred. Whoever it was drove a bayonet through his heart, extinguished candles in his blood, broke his teeth and his right hand. And they hacked off his lips. We’ve got something terrible there, Hooper, whether it’s English or Hungarian or something we haven’t looked at yet. Wonder what the candles mean. Nobody lights seventeen candles just to see by. Did you notice two of them were dark, a purplish-blue colour? Does that mean something? Or was that just what he had? There’s no panic yet, but if we don’t solve this murder, there will be. Word will spread, and no doubt get worse in the telling.’

‘Yes, sir, I know,’ Hooper said quietly, keeping in step with Monk so exactly he did not need to raise his voice. ‘You’ll be putting more men on it tomorrow?’ It was barely a question.

‘Yes, all we can spare.’

Monk arrived home late, although it was still light. No lamps were lit yet in the street as he walked up the hill from the ferry. As he turned on Paradise Place and looked back, the sun was making a polished shield of the still water of the river, marked here and there by the black hulls of moored ships and the masts barely moving against the backdrop of the sky above the city. The air was still warm. There was no wind to rustle the heavy leaves of the trees in Southwark Park. Violence seemed a distant nightmare.

He walked the last few steps and went in at his own door.

Hester heard him and came into the hall from the kitchen. She was not a traditionally beautiful woman, perhaps a little too thin, and certainly there was far too much courage in her face, and too much intelligence for her demeanour to be comfortable to most men. There had been a time, long ago, when he had found it aggressive. Now it was what he loved in her the most.

He went straight to her and hugged her, surprising her by the fierceness of his grip.

After a moment she pulled away, concern in her eyes.

He knew straight away that she could not have heard of the murder in Shadwell.

‘You didn’t go to the clinic today?’ he asked.

The shadow in her eyes was immediate. The clinic was in Portpool Lane, to the north of the river. She had founded it several years ago, to take in and treat women off the streets who were ill or injured. It was her final role as a nurse, which had begun with Florence Nightingale, and the Crimean War. Now others ran the clinic, but she still took part.

‘Sorry,’ he said. ‘I meant you haven’t been out, or you would have seen the headlines in the evening papers. We had a pretty terrible murder in Shadwell, just along from the Wapping Station.’

‘On the river?’ She turned and led the way back to the kitchen. The kettle would be on the hob, as it always was at this time in the evening.

‘Just off it, but practically on the Shadwell New Basin. Regular police were glad to get rid of it. The victim works with boats. Hungarian. There’s a bit of a community there. Just a few hundreds, at the most.’

Hester pulled the kettle on to the hottest part of the stove, which was stoked and lit only for water and cooking. It was more than warm enough in the house, so it wasn’t needed for heating. The only thing Monk wanted immediately was hot, fresh tea. Hester had no need to ask.

‘Cold beef and bubble and squeak for dinner?’ she asked. ‘And I’ve got apple pie.’

It was exactly what he wanted, especially the pie.
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The killer’s hallmark is clear; can Monk now
stop a community being targeted?
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