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In the spring of 1803 Paris wore the look of a city holding its breath. The winter had been long and the spring slow to bloom, and even now the chestnuts of the Tuileries Garden carried only the faintest green haze of new leaves. Yet it was not the weather that weighed on the citizens who hurried beneath the palace walls; it was the rumours. They travelled faster than the cold wind off the river, whispering through marketplaces and barracks and shuttered salons. Britain was preparing for war again. The Peace of Amiens, barely a year old, trembled like a cracked glass about to shatter.

Jean Lannes rode into the palace courtyard shortly after dawn, his cloak snapping at his heels. He felt the tension as soon as he stepped from the saddle. The guards stood straighter than usual, muskets gleaming, boots polished to a mirror sheen. There were too many of them as well—an entire line outside the principal entrance, as if a royal house rather than a republican government resided within. Their faces were blank, impassive, drilled into perfect stillness.

A lieutenant saluted him stiffly.

“Marshal Lannes,” he said. “The First Consul is expecting you.”

“Expecting me early,” Lannes said. His breath misted as he spoke. “He must be in a hurry.”

The lieutenant did not answer. The man’s eyes flicked momentarily toward the double doors, but if there was meaning there, Lannes could not read it. He gave a curt nod and strode across the stones, his boots ringing sharply. He had known Paris in the heat of revolution, when men had shouted in the streets and the Republic had felt like something alive, something fierce and real. Now the silence unnerved him more than the tumults of a decade before.

Inside the Tuileries, the great corridors were already warm with the breath of a hundred candles. Footmen in embroidered livery stood beneath the painted ceilings. Once those halls had smelled of tobacco, damp wool and the sweat of soldiers. Now there was beeswax and perfume. The change had come slowly at first, then all at once, as though the building itself had decided to shed the last of its revolutionary skin.

Lannes crossed the antechamber and pushed open the tall door to the council room. A cluster of ministers stood near the windows—Charles-Maurice de Talleyrand-Périgord in his immaculate coat, Louis-Alexandre Berthier with papers spilling from his hands, and two members of the Tribunate who looked as though they wished to be anywhere else.

“All of you here so early?” Lannes asked.

Talleyrand turned with the smallest of smiles. “Duty calls at all hours, my dear Lannes,” he said. “Especially when the peace of Europe hangs by a thread.”

Lannes did not trust Talleyrand’s smiles. They were too thin, too knowing, like a man enjoying a private joke at the expense of the world around him. “Has the thread snapped, then?”

“Not yet,” Talleyrand said. “But it frays.”

Berthier shuffled forward, his spectacles perched precariously low. “There are reports from London,” he said. “Editorials condemning the Republic again. Pamphlets printed by émigrés. There has been a speech—”

“There is always a speech in London,” Lannes said. “The English do nothing quietly.”

“This one has weight,” Berthier said. “The Prime Minister hinted that France’s ‘expansionist tendencies’ must be curbed.”

Lannes snorted. “They sign the peace one year and tear it up the next. They fear us.”

“And perhaps they have reason,” Talleyrand said lightly. “Our armies grow stronger. Our First Consul grows more confident.”

Lannes glanced around the room. That last remark hovered in the air like smoke. No one dare name it plainly, but everyone felt it: Napoleon Bonaparte commanded France with a certainty no republican leader had ever displayed. He appointed, dismissed, reshaped institutions as he pleased. There were courtiers now, rituals, a spreading web of etiquette. You almost expected to see a crown upon his head.

Lannes pushed the thought away. He had fought beside Napoleon in Italy, had ridden through smoke and blood with him at Arcole and Marengo. He knew the man’s genius, his courage, his devotion to France. But something else had come into him in recent years—something colder.

“Where is he?” Lannes asked.

“In his study,” Berthier said. “He wants to see you alone.”

“Alone?” Lannes repeated. “That’s new.”

“No doubt he has plans for you,” Talleyrand said. “He is not a man who wastes talent.”

Before Lannes could answer, a chamberlain approached and bowed stiffly. “Marshal Lannes,” he said, “the First Consul will receive you now.”

Lannes strode down the final corridor. The guards outside Napoleon’s study wore the new uniforms—blue coats cut with almost royal precision, tall crested helmets glinting beneath the lamps. They stepped aside in perfect unison, heels striking the floor like the tick of a clock.

Something is rotting at the core, Lannes thought.

He entered without knocking. Napoleon Bonaparte sat behind a polished mahogany desk, maps unfurled before him. The man’s face was half in shadow, lit only by the soft glow of a single candle. He did not look up when Lannes approached, and for a moment there was only the quiet scratch of a quill on parchment.

“Jean,” Napoleon said at last.

“First Consul.”

Napoleon set the quill aside. “Come closer.” His eyes flickered to the doorway. “Close the door.”

Lannes obeyed, though he disliked the sudden intimacy. The room felt heavy, laden with the scent of paper and wax and authority.

“You have heard the rumours?” Napoleon asked.

“That Britain prepares for war again,” Lannes said.

Napoleon nodded. “The peace was a truce. Nothing more. They want to strangle us before France grows too strong. They watch our fleet, our ports, our growth. They look at me and see a threat.”

Lannes folded his arms. “They have always seen you as a threat.”

“Because I am,” Napoleon said. “And threats must never be idle.”

He turned the map so Lannes could see. The northern coast of France stretched across the parchment: Boulogne, Calais, the long grey Channel beyond.

“I want you at Boulogne,” Napoleon said. “Commanding the corps there.”

“So, the invasion of England is back?” Lannes asked.

Napoleon’s smile was thin. “We will see. For now, I want the Army of the Coast ready. If the British declare war, they will blockade us within days. I need discipline. Strength. Someone the men will trust.”

“And someone you trust,” Lannes said.

“Of course,” Napoleon said. His dark eyes held him. “You are one of the few whose loyalty I do not question.”

Lannes felt an old warmth stir, the memory of Italian roads and shared dangers. But something in Bonaparte’s tone troubled him; the compliment sounded more like a warning, as though trust itself had become a rare commodity.

“When do you want me to leave?” Lannes asked.

“Tomorrow. Before sunrise.” Napoleon’s fingers tapped the map. “Berthier will send you the orders. Talleyrand will handle the diplomatic façade. But Boulogne is yours.”

Lannes hesitated. “And the government? The Councils? Will they not object to such movements during a peace?”

Napoleon waved a dismissive hand. “The Councils obey. They debate only what I allow.” He paused, letting the words hang. “France needs unity now. Not dissent.”

There it was again—that edge in his voice, sharp as steel. Lannes remembered the early days, when men spoke freely, argued fiercely, believing they were shaping something new. Now he wondered if disagreement would soon be treated as sedition.

Napoleon stood abruptly. “Walk with me.”

Lannes followed him through a narrow passage into the smaller audience room. A young officer waited there, tall, straight-backed, his uniform immaculate despite his youth. He stepped forward with eagerness barely contained.

“Marshal Lannes,” Napoleon said, “this is Étienne Rigal. He will serve as your aide.”

Étienne Rigal bowed deeply. “It is an honour, Marshal,” he said. His voice trembled slightly, and his eyes shone. “I have read every dispatch from Italy. To serve under you—”

“Spare me the praise,” Lannes said. “Can you ride fast? Can you write clearly? Can you keep your mouth shut?”

“Yes to all, sir,” Rigal said at once.

“Good. Then we’ll manage.”

Napoleon nodded with satisfaction. “I chose him myself. He is loyal.”

The word struck Lannes again. Loyalty. It used to mean devotion to France, to the Republic. Now it seemed to mean devotion to one man.

“Rigal will accompany you to Boulogne,” Napoleon said. “He carries instructions that are for your eyes only.”

Lannes looked at the young officer, then back to Bonaparte. “Eyes only? Do you expect treachery among your own generals?”

Napoleon did not answer immediately. When he spoke, his voice was softer. “I expect ambition. And ambition must be...guided.”

“Guided,” Lannes repeated.

Napoleon stepped closer. For a heartbeat they were the two young officers of Italy again, the battlefield smoke in their hair, triumph burning in their blood. But then the moment passed, and Napoleon was once more the master of France, standing straighter than any king.

“Go to Boulogne, Jean,” he said. “Forge the finest army Europe has seen. If Britain chooses war, we will crush them. And if they hesitate, we will force the issue.”

“I’ll do what France requires,” Lannes said.

Napoleon’s gaze sharpened. “And what I require.”

The silence between them thickened. Lannes felt the distance—physical, political, emotional—open like a gulf. Once he could speak to Napoleon as a brother. Now he felt like a subject before a monarch.

He bowed stiffly. “As you command, First Consul.”

Napoleon watched him for a long moment. “One day,” he said quietly, “men will remember who built this nation from the ashes. They will remember who forged its glory.”

Lannes said nothing. He was thinking of the guards outside, of the careful choreography of power in these halls. He wondered how long it would be before Napoleon stopped pretending he was anything less than a king.

“Go,” Napoleon said. “Prepare your corps.”

Lannes turned and left the room. Rigal hurried after him, eager as a hound. The corridor beyond seemed longer than before, as though the palace itself had stretched, swallowing the distance between them and the rest of France. Outside, the guards snapped to attention once more.

As Lannes passed, he caught a reflection in one of the gilded mirrors—rows of soldiers in near-royal livery, muskets gleaming, standing like statues before the residence of the First Consul. The image jarred him. Ten years ago this palace had been stormed by citizens who loathed monarchy. Now it housed a man rising above the Republic with the inevitability of a tide.

“Marshal?” Rigal asked as they walked toward the courtyard. “Is everything all right?”

Lannes stopped at the top of the marble steps and looked out over Paris. The city stretched beneath a thin morning haze, pale rooftops glimmering faintly. It looked peaceful. But the peace felt brittle, ready to crack at the slightest pressure.

“No,” he said at last. “Nothing is all right. And that’s why we ride tomorrow.”

“To face the English?” Rigal asked.

“To face whatever comes,” Lannes said. “Because something is already shifting. Something I don’t like.”

Rigal looked confused. “But the First Consul—”

“—is changing,” Lannes said.

He started down the steps. His boots struck the stone with the finality of a drumbeat.

“And France is changing with him.”

Behind him, the guards stiffened yet further, their helmets shining bright beneath the pale spring light. They looked like the honour guard of a monarch.

Lannes felt the crack in the peace widen.

And for the first time in years, he wondered if the war ahead might not be the worst danger facing France.
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Summer 1803

The rain came sideways off the Channel, a hard, slanting curtain that blurred the muddy tents of Boulogne until they looked like ghostly shapes on a drowned plain. Lannes stood on a rise overlooking the encampment, the hood of his cloak pulled low, the wet fabric clinging to his shoulders. The wind tasted of salt and rot, and beneath it lay the smell of thousands of men penned together with too little space and too much ambition.

Étienne Rigal stood beside him, shivering beneath his coat. The young officer’s boots were already caked in mud to the ankle, and his face carried a sheen of water that made him look fevered.

“Welcome to the Army of the Coast,” Lannes said.

“It’s larger than I imagined,” Rigal said. “I didn’t think so many soldiers could be gathered in one place.”

“They can,” Lannes said. “And they can die just as easily.”

He started down the slope, boots sinking into the mire with each step. Rigal followed, his stride earnest, splashing through puddles as though afraid of falling behind. Campfires sputtered under makeshift awnings where men huddled with pots of boiling water that held more hope than flavour. The tents sagged, ropes heavy with rain. In the distance the grey sea thrashed against the shingle, relentless and cold.

Everywhere Lannes looked he saw the beginnings of something vast—rows of half-built artillery platforms, wagons heaped with timber, engineers shouting instructions over the storm, and infantry drilling under officers who had long since lost their tempers.

A group of soldiers snapped to attention as Lannes approached. Their muskets gleamed despite the weather, their faces streaked with mud. A sergeant saluted sharply.

“Marshal,” the sergeant said. “Company ready for inspection.”

“They don’t look ready,” Lannes said. “They look like drowned rats.”

“Aye, sir,” the sergeant said with a grin.

Lannes paced before the line, examining boots, hands, muskets. The men straightened as he passed. They watched him with the mix of pride and disbelief that followed any commander who had survived two republics, half a dozen campaigns, and more battles than memory could comfortably hold. They had heard the stories—Arcole, Montebello, Marengo. To them he was proof that courage might still matter in an age growing comfortable with ceremony and politics.

He stopped before a young private whose musket lock was smeared with grime. “What’s your name?”

“Pierre Leduc, sir,” the private said.

“You clean your weapon with mud now, Leduc?” Lannes asked.

The young man flushed scarlet. “No, sir.”

“Then why is it filthy? Answer me.”

“I... I fell in the ditch, sir.”

“Did the musket fall too?”

“Yes, sir.”

Lannes nodded once. “Then you clean it twice as well.”

“Yes, sir.”

Lannes moved on. He heard Rigal behind him, trying to take notes but stopping each time the rain soaked his paper. The young man finally tucked the soggy sheets inside his coat with a defeated sigh.

“You’ll need waxed pouches,” Lannes said without turning.

“Yes, sir,” Rigal said. “I didn’t realise—”

“You didn’t realise the army lives in the rain,” Lannes said. “Now you know.”

They continued through the camp until they reached a parade ground churned into a swamp. Hundreds of soldiers marched through it, their uniforms plastered to their bodies, mud splashing in arcs from their boots. Officers bellowed orders, their voices hoarse, the words torn away by the wind. Drums beat a ragged rhythm.

“Forming the Grande Armée, they call it,” Lannes said. “Some men think they already belong to legend.”

Rigal watched the spectacle, wide-eyed. “It’s magnificent,” he said. “Even in the rain.”

“Magnificence doesn’t keep your feet dry,” Lannes said. “And legends don’t build themselves.”

He stepped onto the field and waded through the ranks. Men turned their heads, straightening instinctively. He corrected a faltering line, knocked a musket barrel upward before it could jab a neighbour’s eye, and ordered two officers to tighten their intervals. They obeyed at once.

“Marshal on the field!” someone shouted.

“Keep marching,” Lannes barked. “If you stop every time someone of rank walks by, we’ll still be here when the next war ends.”

He drilled them for nearly an hour, pushing them through manoeuvres until the formation began to resemble the disciplined machine Napoleon Bonaparte envisioned. When at last he dismissed them, the soldiers sagged with exhaustion but their faces shone with something close to pride.

Rigal wiped rain from his brow. “You worked them hard.”

“I worked them correctly,” Lannes said. “War doesn’t wait for blue skies.”

As they left the parade ground, a commotion rose near the row of supply sheds. A man was shouting—angry, defiant, his voice raw. Lannes quickened his pace until he reached the source. Two agents of the secret police were dragging a civilian through the mud, the man kicking and cursing as he clutched a bundle of wet papers.

“Let go of me!” the man cried. “I’ve done nothing wrong!”

“Quiet,” one agent said. “You’re under arrest for seditious material.”

“Seditious?” the man shouted. “I print newspapers!”

“You print lies,” the agent said.

Lannes stepped forward. “What’s happening here?”

The agents straightened, though only slightly. They recognised him but not quickly enough. That bothered him. The old armies would have snapped to attention at once.

“Marshal,” the taller agent said, “this man has been distributing pamphlets critical of the government.”

“Critical,” Lannes said. “Since when is criticism a crime?”

The agent hesitated. “Since the First Consul ordered that dangerous voices be silenced.”

Lannes looked at the prisoner. The man’s spectacles hung crookedly on his nose, and his lips were split. Mud coated his coat and hands. He held the bundle of papers like a shield.

“What do these pamphlets say?” Lannes asked.

“That the peace is failing,” the man said. “That France must prepare for war. That the people deserve to know the truth.”

Lannes frowned. “Is that all?”

“It is enough,” the agent said.

Lannes’ jaw tightened. The rain beat harder, drumming against the sheds and washing rivulets across the ground. “Take him to the makeshift gaol by the embankment,” he said. “Keep him dry. I’ll review the charges later.”

The agents exchanged glances. “Marshal, with respect—”

“That wasn’t a suggestion,” Lannes said.

They hauled the man away, though their reluctance was obvious. Rigal looked shaken.

“Sir,” Rigal said quietly, “was that—was that truly necessary?”

“Necessary?” Lannes said. “I don’t know. But it’s happening everywhere. Paris, the provinces, the ports. Men vanish for speaking too loudly.”

“But he only printed words.”

“Words frighten some men more than bullets,” Lannes said.

They walked on. The rain eased slightly, thinning to a cold drizzle. Smoke from the cookfires drifted in low clouds. A group of grenadiers marched past, their tall bearskin caps slick with rain, their faces gaunt. They saluted Lannes with weary respect.

Ahead, near a cluster of command tents, stood Louis-Nicolas Davout. The marshal was unbothered by the weather, his posture stiff as an iron rod, his spectacles perfectly in place despite the damp air. His uniform was immaculate, as though the mud itself dared not touch him.

“Lannes,” Davout said with a curt nod. “I heard you’d arrived.”

“Just this morning,” Lannes said. “Boulogne hasn’t changed since the last time I saw it. Still windy. Still miserable.”

“It builds character,” Davout said.

“It destroys morale,” Lannes said.

Davout shrugged. “If rain destroys a man’s spirit, he wouldn’t have survived the Army of the Rhine.”

Lannes conceded the point with a small shake of the head. “How many do we have now?”

“Nearly one hundred thousand,” Davout said. “More arriving each week. The First Consul wants the greatest army the world has seen.”

“And he’ll have it,” Lannes said. “But at what cost?”

Davout’s eyes narrowed behind his spectacles. “What are you implying?”

“Nothing you haven’t already noticed,” Lannes said. “Look around. Secret police in the camps. Civilians dragged away. Men muttering that the government listens to everything.”

“That is the price of order,” Davout said. “France must be unified.”

“Unified,” Lannes repeated. “Or silenced?”

Davout did not flinch. “This is the new France, Lannes,” he said. “You can resist it or you can serve it. But it will happen regardless of your preference.”

Lannes stared at him. “You sound like a man who has chosen his side already.”

Davout’s voice was calm. “I have chosen stability. The Republic tore itself apart once. I will not watch it happen again.”

“Nor will I,” Lannes said. “But there’s a difference between stability and tyranny.”

Davout adjusted his gloves. “You always did have a sentimental streak.”

“And you always did have an iron one,” Lannes said.

The two men regarded each other in silence, old comrades, old rivals.

Soult emerged from his tent then, rubbing sleep from his eyes. “Ah, Lannes,” he said. “I heard shouting. What have you done now? Scared the police, terrified the staff, or drilled the men until they fainted?”

“All three,” Lannes said.

Soult laughed. “Good. Someone needs to. They’re already calling this the Grande Armée. Grande! As if glory could be built on wet boots and rotten bread.”

“Glory has been built on worse,” Lannes said.

Soult clapped him on the shoulder. “Come. We have wine somewhere. Bad wine, but wine nonetheless.”

“Later,” Lannes said. “I need to see the artillery lines.”

Rigal trailed behind as they walked toward the edge of camp where cannons sat in rows like hulking beasts asleep in the mud. Horses strained against their harnesses, hauling caissons through the muck. Engineers shouted, cursing the weather, cursing their tools, cursing God.

“This is what war looks like before it begins,” Lannes said. “Mud. Sweat. Men cold to the bone.”

Rigal nodded. “And fear?”

“Fear comes later,” Lannes said. “When the guns fire.”

Rigal hesitated. “Marshal... may I ask something?”

“You may.”

“Why did the First Consul choose you for this command?”

Lannes looked across the expanse of camp, the endless rows of tents and soldiers and wagons gleaming under the thinning rain. The horizon was grey, and the sea beyond darker still.

“Because he knows I’ll do it well,” Lannes said. “And because he knows I won’t question him openly.”

“But you do question him,” Rigal said.

“I question everything,” Lannes said.

He watched a cavalry troop canter across the far field, their horses slipping in the mud, their cloaks whipping like torn banners. In the distance the cliffs rose steep and white, and beyond them lay England—a dream, a promise, a threat.

“This army will be ready,” Lannes said. “Rain or no rain. Mud or no mud.”

“And the invasion?” Rigal asked.

Lannes exhaled slowly. “If it comes, it will be the greatest gamble Napoleon Bonaparte has ever taken.”

“And if it doesn’t?”

“Then he will find another war,” Lannes said. “He always does.”

A shout rose behind them. Lannes turned and saw another group of soldiers marching past, their steps uneven, their rifles slung haphazardly. He barked orders until they formed a proper line, and the men straightened with renewed purpose.

Rigal watched him with admiration. “You command them well.”

“I command them because they know I fight beside them,” Lannes said. “Not from a palace. Not from a throne.”

Rigal hesitated. “Do you think the First Consul could ever... sit on a throne?”

Lannes looked at the young officer sharply. “Be careful with that thought.”

“It was only a question.”

“Questions can be dangerous,” Lannes said.

Rigal nodded, chastened.

Lannes turned his gaze back toward the sea. The clouds were breaking now, slivers of weak sunlight piercing through. The Channel glimmered like tarnished silver. Somewhere across that water, the English fleet watched them. Somewhere across that water, the future waited—uncertain, heavy with promise and peril.

“Sir?” Rigal asked quietly.

Lannes did not look at him. “What is it?”

“What do you think will happen?”

Lannes answered without hesitation.

“War,” he said. “War always happens.”

The breeze shifted then, carrying with it a faint scent of gunpowder from the artillery yard and the cold, briny breath of the sea. The soldiers gathered around their fires, warming their hands, murmuring among themselves about rumours and rumours of rumours.

Lannes felt the weight of the moment settle upon him. Something was changing. Something deep, something irrevocable. Glory was being forged in mud, but so was something darker—an empire building itself in silence, brick by brick, command by command, fear by fear.

He squared his shoulders.

“Come, Rigal,” he said. “We have work to do. The Grande Armée doesn’t build itself.”

And as they walked back into the heart of the camp, the rain began again—soft at first, then harder—washing the mud, the footprints, the last traces of the morning away, as if the land itself wished to hide what was beginning here.

But nothing would hide it for long.

Not the rain.

Not the sea.

Not even the silence that had begun to creep across France like a spreading shadow.
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Autumn 1803

Paris always changed with the seasons, but this autumn carried a chill that did not come from the wind off the Seine. Lannes felt it as soon as he passed through the southern gate. The city looked the same—its bridges arched like stone ribbons across the river, the markets bustled, the towers of Notre-Dame watched everything—but beneath the familiar surface lay a new hardness. Conversations stopped when uniformed men approached. Windows shut faster. Posters praising the First Consul hung on every corner, bright and crisp, as though the entire city had been freshly papered with devotion.

Lannes rode along the Rue de Rivoli, the horse’s hooves clattering on the paving stones. Crowds gathered in the open squares, murmuring excitedly about rumours of war, of England, of glory. Every now and then someone pointed at him and whispered his name. But their admiration felt thin, rehearsed—as if they had learned their lines by heart.

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
THE MARSHAZAEANTANNES SAG
BOOK TWO






OEBPS/d2d_images/image001.png
=)
D

DANNY BOY BOOKS
¢s 3 fetion addiction





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/image000.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png
-

-

-

7O





OEBPS/d2d_images/scene_break.png





