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The sea always takes back its own. Norwegian Sea, near Leka 17 February 1798

That night the storm raged over Leka with a ferocity as if nature herself wanted to wipe out all witnesses. The waves were so high that they swallowed the stars, and the wind tore the words out of the mouths of men who were screaming for their lives. Two ships were fighting the sea – one French, a privateer with a bloodthirsty captain, and both were doomed. Still, it wasn't the storm that killed them. It was greed.

On the deck of L'Enfant de la Patrie stood Georges Louis Morancourt, 54 years old, clinging to the railing as his ship cracked like a biscuit against the reefs. This was his last chance—his last command, his last hope for wealth and respect. In the captain's cabin, hidden in his bag, lay what was supposed to make him rich: gold, taken from the British ship S/S Aurora. Gold that would prove that he was something more than a bankrupt sailor on the verge of oblivion. But the sea did not care about his dreams.

The ship cracked, the mast broke, the rig fell. On land, just meters away, he saw the rig lying like a bridge. "The gold!" he shouted to his men. "Save the gold!" But his men replied: "Save ourselves!"

In the rigging of L’Enfant de la Patrie, Lawrence Elias Montgomery clung to debris as the ship died around him. He was 22 years old, and should never have been there. He should have been at home in England, with his father, in his safe life. But life doesn’t always give us the choices we want.

He saw Frenchmen fighting the waves, watching them drown one by one. And he saw something else too—on the beach, in the dark, men carrying heavy loads, men digging. "What are they doing?" he whispered to himself. No one answered. Only the sea. Eternal, indifferent, always hungry.

That night, six men died, but 224 survived. And with them, a secret survived. A secret hidden and forgotten under the sea, or buried in the soil? A secret the sea hid from those who wanted it back. Several generations later, someone would try to find it. And the sea would be ready.
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Brest, France - August 1795 Atlantic, 1798

The wind howled like a living thing. It tore at its sails with claws of ice and salt, and the waves rose like dark mountains against the night-black sky. L'Enfant de la Patrie had been sailing for months, and every day the weather had gotten worse.

Captain Georges Louis Morancourt stood on deck and looked out into the darkness. He was a man who had once been respected, an officer in the French navy who had served the Republic with honor. But that man was gone now. All that was left was greed. And the fear.

"Captain!" Jean-Baptiste Massieu, his second-in-command, came running across the deck. His face was white with fear. "Ship! British ship! They have seen us!" Morancourt slowly turned around. In the distance, through the fog and rain, he saw the light. The British frigate. The hunt had begun. And that night, everything would change.

France 1795 - The sea was still when Georges Louis Morancourt received his new command. The silence felt threatening, as if the sea was waiting to swallow him—as it had swallowed his career, his reputation, and his opportunities. He stood on the pier in Brest and contemplated the ship that would be his last chance: Cérès, an 18-gun corvette of the Etna class, launched the previous year, named after the Roman goddess of fertility. Ironic, Morancourt thought. The only fruitful thing in his life had been the defeats.

"Captain." A voice behind him. Morancourt turned and saw a younger man in an officer’s uniform, perhaps in his late thirties, tall and erect with dark hair and clear eyes. He saluted sharply. "Jean-Baptiste Massieu. Second-in-command."

Morancourt nodded briefly. He had read the report. Massieu – from good family, educated at the Naval Academy, idealist, believer in the Republic and its values. Everything Morancourt himself had once been, before life taught him that values don’t put food on the table or pay debts.

"Massieu," Morancourt said, holding out his hand. The grip was firm. "Tell me about the ship."

They walked together up the gangway while Massieu reported: 240 men, full crew, soldiers and sailors, cannons loaded and ready, provisions for three months. Everything was as it should be, completely by the book. Morancourt half listened. He had heard it before, on other ships, with other men. Always the same song: Everything clear, everything perfect – until the sea, the enemy or his own decisions tore it apart.

On deck, the officers were waiting. Morancourt saw them—young faces, eager attitudes. They still believed in something.

"Gentlemen," he said, his voice carrying across the deck. "I'm Captain Georges Louis Morancourt. This ship will sail tomorrow morning. We have one mission: to capture British merchant ships and bring them to French port as prizes. We follow the laws. We treat prisoners decently. We are doing our duty for the Republic."

He looked at them, one face at a time. "But let me be crystal clear. At sea, there is only one law. My law. Understood?"

"Understood, captain!" they shouted in unison. Morancourt nodded. He didn't want to tell them the truth yet – that he was 51 years old and that this was his last opportunity. That he had lost two ships before, one to a storm and one to a British frigate. That the Republic had given him this command because no one else wanted it. That if he didn't deliver results this time, his career was over. Done. Forgotten.

That evening, he sat in the captain's cabin and studied the maps. Massieu knocked on the door. "Enter," Morancourt said. The second-in-command came in and closed the door behind him. "Captain, I would say that the crew seems in good shape. Morale is high." Morancourt looked up from the maps. "It always is before the first battle, Massieu. Let's see how it is after." Massieu hesitated. "Captain, if I may say so... Some of the officers wondered... Their former commanding officer. Rumor has it..." Morancourt interrupted him with a sharp look. "Rumor has it that I lost two ships. It's true. Rumor has it that I'm not one of the Republic's favorites. That is also true. But do you know what the rumors don't say, Massieu?"

He got up and walked over to the window.

"They don't say I survived both times. That I brought my crew home. That I know what it means to fight against odds I can't win." He turned and looked straight at Massieu.

"This ship is my last chance. But it's also their chance. Follow my orders, do your job, and I'll make sure you all come home as heroes. But cross me, and I promise that the ocean will be the least of your worries."

Massieu swallowed and nodded. "Understood, Captain." When he had gone, Morancourt stood again by the window, looking out at the dark harbor. Tomorrow they would sail. Tomorrow the hunt started. And this time, he thought, this time he would succeed. No matter what it cost. Atlantic Ocean – March – October 1796 The sea was calm when L'Enfant de la Patrie, as the ship was now renamed, passed the Ushant Islands and headed west – southwest. Morancourt stood on the bridge, his hands clenched behind his back, his eyes scanning the horizon. Behind him stood Massieu with binoculars. "No ships in sight, captain." Morancourt nodded. "Keep scanning. The British always sail this route." It took four days before they saw their first prey.

"Ship in sight!" shouted the lookout from the foremast. "Thirty degrees to starboard!"

Morancourt grabbed the binoculars. There, on the horizon, a merchant ship. Two masts. British flag. "British," Massieu confirmed. "Merchant ship. No escort." Morancourt's pulse increased. This was his first test. "All men in position! Prepare your guns! Soldiers to arms!"

On deck, activity exploded. Sailors climbed the rigging, soldiers loaded muskets, gunmen prepared ammunition. L'Enfant de la Patrie was a well-prepared machine. The British ship tried to flee. But L'Enfant was faster. Within two hours, they had caught up with it.

"Fire a warning shot!" commanded Morancourt. A cannon roared. The ball struck fifty meters in front of the British bow. The British ship lowered its sails. Surrendered. "Massieu, take 40 men and board. Secure the ship. Treat the crew politely." Massieu saluted. "Yes, Captain." An hour later, he returned. "The ship is HMS Mary Jane. Cargo: Tobacco, cotton, rum. Crew of 36. No resistance." Morancourt boarded himself. The British captain stood on deck, his hands loosely tied. Older man, probably sixty. "Captain," Morancourt said in broken English, "you and your crew will be taken to French port. You will be treated like prisoners of war. No harm if you cooperate." The British captain nodded quietly. "Massieu, put 30 men on board. Sail the ship to Brest. We will continue to patrol."
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