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Tides of Glory 
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In the age of sail, when nations fought for empires and honour was measured in cannon smoke, two young men stand on opposite sides of history — each bound to the sea by duty, courage, and fate.

Lieutenant Jonathan Hale of His Majesty’s Navy serves aboard Victory under Lord Nelson, where the salt wind and thunder of Trafalgar will forge him into a man tempered by loss and loyalty. From the calm before battle to the storm-torn aftermath, Hale’s journey charts the price of survival and the enduring call of the sea that will never release him.

Across the battle line sails Midshipman Étienne Marchand of the French Navy, a proud yet haunted soul aboard the Bucentaure. Caught between devotion to his captain and the horror of Britain’s relentless broadsides, Étienne witnesses the collapse of his world. Through fire, blood, and personal duels upon burning decks, he must rediscover what honour means when the empire he serves crumbles around him.

Together, these two narratives illuminate the human experience within history’s great conflicts—the courage, the tragedy, and the quiet, enduring strength forged on the deck of a ship, beneath the vast and unforgiving sky.
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Dedication
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To those who face the storms—on sea or in life—

who carry courage when fear threatens,

and who remember the fallen with honour.

May their spirit guide us on every tide.
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Part One


The Quarterdeck
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“In reality it is utterly impossible for us to defeat the enemy when both sides are equal, indeed they will beat us when they are a third weaker than we are. Under no circumstances do I intend to become the laughing stock of Europe by being involved in further disasters,”


-  Vice-Admiral Pierre-Charles-Jean-Baptiste-Silvestre de Villeneuve, Commander Franco-Spanish Fleet



––––––––
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"I am a dying man, but I die happy; I am going, I hope and trust, to join Nelson, the greatest hero that the world perhaps has produced."

Federico Carlos Gravina y Nápoli, Spanish Captain general of the Navy at Trafalgar, on his death bed, 9 May 1806
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Chapter I: Salt and Silk
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The salt clung to Étienne Marchand’s lips like a memory he could neither shake nor forget. It stung his cheeks and nostrils, mingling with the sweat of a boy determined to prove he was more than a boy. At nineteen, he stood tall among the newly minted officers of the French Navy, the crisp blue of his uniform stiff with fresh dye, the golden braid of his epaulettes glinting fiercely under the unrelenting Mediterranean sun. He barely noticed the creeping sunburn on the back of his neck—the horizon held him in thrall.

Toulon sprawled around him like a living canvas of chaos and commerce. The port hummed with hammering timbers, merchants’ cries, and the low chant of sailors hauling lines. Ships of the line loomed like fortresses, their hulls dark and proud, masts clawing at the sky. Étienne’s heart thumped as he gazed upon the Bucentaure, flagship of Vice-Admiral Villeneuve. It floated like a sleeping leviathan, gunports black as jagged teeth, sails furled yet threatening, ready to seize the wind. Every plank, every rope, every polished brass fitting seemed to hum with promise—and warning.

His father had not understood his ambition. A merchant of modest means, he had envisioned Étienne counting grain sacks, cataloguing silk bolts, negotiating trades. The Revolution had shattered that old order. Sons of common men could now rise to command. The sea called louder than any ledger ever could. It promised adventure, honour, a life beyond the narrow walls of the family shop.

Étienne crossed the docks with measured steps, though each footfall betrayed his excitement. Sailors paused to watch the new officer—some smirking at his pristine uniform, others indifferent, their attention stolen by the ship’s ceaseless demands. His hands itched to touch the ropes, to feel the taut lines beneath his fingers, to understand the heartbeat of the vessel he now called home.

“Marchand!” A sharp voice cut through the salt air. Lieutenant Lecourbe gestured for him to step closer. “Amidships. Quarterdeck drills at dawn. Do I make myself clear?”

“Aye, sir,” Étienne replied, voice cracking slightly with awe and anxiety.

That evening, in the wardroom, brass lanterns cast trembling shadows across the scarred planks. Étienne opened his journal and wrote:

There is power in silence—the silence of the sea, and the silence before the broadside. I will learn to listen to both.

Outside, the wind tugged at the rigging, whispering secrets he could not yet understand. Gulls circled above, keeping watch over the fleet. Tar, sweat, and seaweed lingered in the air. For a brief moment, Étienne felt he had crossed a threshold into another world—one of salt, steel, and unspoken courage.

Memories of Marseille tugged at him: running barefoot along the docks, chasing the tang of fish, the laughter of his sister Cécile, his mother’s worried eyes. Even childish dreams of faraway ships now pressed against his chest like a second heartbeat.

He thought of the men he would serve with—strangers whose lives and deaths might intertwine with his own. Some would become friends; some would fall before the sun set twice. And yet he felt calm. He had chosen this path. The scent of salt and silk, of tar and cannon grease, was a baptism. He was no longer a merchant’s son. He was Étienne Marchand, officer of the French Navy.

He rose, walking to the deck. The evening wind had strengthened, tossing the Bucentaure gently. Sails flapped like wings, shadows playing across men preparing for the coming day. Below, a powder monkey whispered a prayer, a carpenter hammered at a loose plank. The world was alive with sound and motion, and Étienne felt the first fierce thrill of belonging.

The stars began to emerge, timid at first, then blazing with cold fire. Étienne traced their paths, memorizing constellations he would one day use to navigate the vast, open sea. Deep in his chest, fear and excitement synchronized with the rhythm of the ship, the call of gulls, and the sigh of the wind. The sea had begun to speak to him—and he was listening.
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