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Prologue


The Throne of Death
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‘You will feel no pain,’ they said. ‘It is like the tickle of a feather or a lover’s kiss.’


They had cut her hair and torn her chemise to expose her neck and breasts. To make her ready, they said, like a bride for her groom.


‘He is waiting for you,’ they told her, ‘in the Place du Trône.’


The guards were drunk, which was not uncommon when they had a new cargo to prepare for the machine, but there was uncertainty in their eyes, verging on fear, for rumours of unrest were circulating, rumours of conspiracy in high places. And on their way through the city, a mob had surrounded the carts, shouting that it was all over – that the tyrant Robespierre was dead and the executions must stop. But the guards did not heed them.


And now they were here – and there it was, waiting for them: the Scientific and Humane Execution Machine. The cure for all ills. Dr Guillotine.


Some of the prisoners began to weep and wail; others sang hymns or songs of love.


‘Courage, my friend.’ Sara felt the soft breath in her ear and the strong fingers at her wrist, tugging at the rope that bound her. She turned and met the eyes of the stranger sitting beside her in the cart. She had told Sara she was the Princess of Monaco, but she was probably mad. Another woman had said she was Marie Antoinette, yet another ‘the bride of Satan’; one boasted that she had been the King’s mistress. There were several nuns and at least two who confessed that they were whores.


But then they were all whores to the people who had sent them here. Nuns were whores of God. Marie Antoinette was the Austrian whore. And Sara was an aristo whore – Sara de la Tour d’Auvergne, Countess of Turenne. And they would all die together in the Place du Trône.


But she must not think of that – the unthinkable that. So she turned her head away and, having no future, she thought of the past.


She had been born not far from Monaco, in the mountains above the coast, a short distance from the Italian border. Her father was one of the local seigneurs – Scottish by birth, and a soldier. But he was old by then and on market days, having nothing better to do, he would take her into Tourettes-de-Vence and they would sit in a café in the square, the old man and his little girl, and the owner’s wife would bring them drinks – wine for the seigneur, lemonade for his daughter, and little golden cakes made of oranges – and they would sit together in the shade of an umbrella pine and watch the world go by.


The guards were releasing the sides of the carts and helping the prisoners to climb down, for they had their hands tied behind them and it would not do to let them fall and hurt themselves at the foot of the machine. But Sara’s hands were loose now. One tug and they would be free: much good it would do her. Save to seize a bayonet from one of the guards and slit her throat. And cheat Dr Guillotine at the last.


She began to tremble, her whole body shaking in the sweating air.


‘Courage, my friend.’ Those words again; the soft breath at Sara’s neck.


Like the tickle of a feather or a lover’s kiss.


She had a lover. An Englishman – the love of her life. But where was he now? And she had a son, a little boy.


But she must not think of them.


The guards lined them up, facing the guillotine. This was not right. They should be facing the other way, so they would not see the full horror that awaited them up there on the scaffold. As if they could not imagine it. But still, it was not right. They knew the rules. It was spoken of all the time in the prisons. People even rehearsed for this moment, the crowning moment of their lives. In the Place du Trône.


But the guards were nervous. The crowd was not with them for once; people were hurling insults at them, spitting and cursing. Others tried to reason with them. They said that as citizen soldiers – servants of the people – they should abide by the will of the people. And the will of the people, expressed in the National Convention, was that the executions must stop. But then Hanriot, commander of the Garde Parisienne, came charging up on his horse, waving his sword and urging them to carry on and be damned to the lot of them. Sampson, the executioner, was already up on the scaffold with his valets, checking that the ropes ran free in the runnels, chewing on a straw like a farmer going about his business – and behind the scaffold stood a large, low-slung farm cart with its interior painted red, waiting to take the bodies away when the job was done.


They were buried in the catacombs, Sara had been told: the labyrinth of tunnels under the streets of Paris. All thrown together, the bones all jumbled up in the dark, with no stone to say who they were or how they had died. The only record was kept by the two huissiers, the officials who represented the Revolutionary Tribunal; they sat at a table beneath the scaffold, like waiting carrion, with their black robes and plumed hats, the silver chains of office around their necks, and the death warrants in front of them. When they signed them on the back, the warrants became death certificates, to be handed back to the Tribunal as proof that the sentence of the court had been carried out.


And Sara’s would be among them.


The executioner was nearly ready. Pulling a bloodstained smock over his head, he signalled to his valets, who laid hold of the first victim and half-dragged, half-carried her up the steps. Sara knew her. They had spent several hours together in the same cell, awaiting trial at the Palais de Justice. She was a prostitute called Catherine Halbourg, nicknamed ‘Egle’, who had been arrested with one of her friends in the Rue Fromenteau, just before the trial of Marie Antoinette. The way she told it, one of the men from the Commune had suggested putting a couple of real whores in the dock with the woman they called ‘the Austrian whore’, who had been the Queen of France. But their new rulers thought it was a stupid idea and the Queen was tried and executed alone. This did not help Egle, however. They kept her in prison, not knowing what to do with her, and now she, too, was to die, for being an enemy of Virtue.


‘I am ready,’ she had told Sara. ‘I have been rehearsing.’


They had held mock executions in the prison, she said, practising with their hands tied behind their backs, laid out on a plank.


And they held séances, when they conjured the Devil.


‘He is not like the priests say he is,’ she had assured Sara earnestly. ‘He is very handsome and wise and rich. And he has chosen me as his bride. He has many brides in Hell, but I am the only one that is French. “Believe in me”, he said, “and you will be saved”.’


But Egle did not seem so confident now. She was shaking and crying and she tried to run, though she was already upon the scaffold; the two valets seized her, one by the arms and one by the feet, and threw her down on her belly along the plank, running it forward under the blade and clamped her neck in a vice. And then Sampson pulled upon his rope. Sara, who had shut her eyes, heard the thud as the blade came down.


The crowd, that had held its breath for that moment, now broke into a new chorus of booing and yelling, calling the guards cowards and traitors, surging almost to the foot of the scaffold. The guards fell back and the drummer beat his drum and Hanriot waved his sword; and his horse foamed at the mouth where he had raked it with the bit, showing the whites of its eyes as it smelled the blood.


And then it slipped on the shining cobbles, threw its rider and bolted, plunging into the line of guards, who scattered before it or tumbled on the ground like wooden soldiers in a skittle alley.


And the woman who called herself Princess of Monaco grabbed Sara by the arm and said: ‘Run!’


They ran straight into the crowd, which opened before them to let them through. There were shouts. Then shots. Sara fell, slipping in her wooden clogs, and the woman came back for her … but then went down herself, shot through the breast. Sara saw the hole in her chemise and the blood, and tried to pull her up, regardless. But there were others pulling at Sara.


‘Run!’ they said. ‘Run!’


And so she ran. And the crowd closed after her until she was running alone through empty streets; running she knew not where but with one overriding thought in her head: to put as much distance as possible between herself and the machine on the Place du Trône. And she was running still.




Part One:


The Deadly Shore
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Chapter One


The Fog of War
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The Bay of Quiberon, off the south coast of Brittany, the twenty-seventh day of June in the Year of Our Lord 1795 – or Year 3 of the Revolution, according to the system prevailing in these more enlightened climes: the month of Messidor, the day of Garlic.


A day of fog, in fact, and the frigate Unicorn floating upon a flat calm, her people standing listless at the guns which had been run out as a precaution, so close to these hostile, bristling shores of France; though in truth they had to take this in good faith from their captain, and he from the sailing master, for the fog hung so heavily about the ship it was difficult to discern the forecastle from the quarterdeck and caused the lookouts in the tops to suppose they were cut off entirely from all contact with the material world and become a species of ghoul that dwelled in clouds. It was a nasty, troublesome fog; a Republican fog. A wet blanket draped over history: the glorious day that was to turn back the tide of Revolution.


Mr Graham, the ship’s master and a loyal subject of King George, glared out upon it from under the battered brim of his hat, as if he would seize it by the throat and throttle the life out of it, or blast it into kingdom come with a double broadside.


It had crept upon them in the dark and now they were halfway through the morning watch and still it would not lift. They could be anywhere between Belle Isle and the wicked claw of Quiberon, with its shoal waters, savage rocks and its treacherous tides.


Not that the master would have admitted publicly to so imprecise a knowledge, for he knew that the captain had his eye upon him, and that it was a cold and speculative eye; Mr Graham was new to the ship, having joined her less than a week ago at Portsmouth upon her return from the Caribbean, and he had yet to win the confidence of either captain or crew.


The Unicorn was a new ship, launched a little over a year ago: one of a new class of heavy frigate with thirty-two long guns, 18-pounders for the most part, and six 32-pounder carronades. But she had taken some hard knocks on her first commission, harder knocks than many an older ship. She had endured mutiny, hurricane, yellow fever and battle, and lost many of her crew and most of her officers in the process. The replacements who had come aboard at Portsmouth were as yet unproven, and in the case of Mr Graham, unpopular. It was not only her captain who looked upon their new master with mistrust, for it had been observed on the lower deck that he had an eye for the young gentlemen and exorcised his demons with the bottle.


Four bells in the morning watch, tolling in the muffled air like a funeral dirge in a country churchyard. And as if in reply, a distant keening away to starboard and then again, closer, off the larboard bow, like ghosts wailing in the mist. Some of the newcomers, mostly landsmen taken by the press, looked wildly about them and sought reassurance from the older hands but found none, for they had their own fears, recognising the sound as the shrill alarum of boatswains’ pipes from another ship, warning the unwary to keep their distance.


‘I think we must shorten sail, Mr Graham,’ said the captain, ‘to be on the safe side.’ Though there was scarcely a breath of wind. ‘And Mr Jenks,’ raising his voice to address the boatswain, down in the waist, ‘sound a warning, if you please. Mr Holroyd there.’


Mr Holroyd loomed up out of the murk, a midshipman raised to acting lieutenant, missing an ear from their last commission. ‘Sir?’


‘Have some of your men line the rail with sweeps, if you will, and stand by to fend away.’


A rush of feet along the decks and up into the forecastle. The gun crews fidgeting at their guns and the lookouts peering from the tops, questing for some substance to these eerie, spectral wails, the more susceptible fearing to find none but only the Sirens upon the kelp-shrouded rocks and the ghosts of ships gone before.


The captain rejoined his first lieutenant at the rail.


‘I think we have found our squadron,’ he said.


‘Unless it be the French.’


‘We should smell them, surely?’


‘Of what does a Frenchman smell that is distinct from the human?’


‘I have not been able to elicit a precise account, but I am told you know it when you smell it.’


There was irony in these remarks, for both men had a large dose of French blood in their veins, sufficient, as they said, to make one whole Frenchman between them. The captain was descended on his mother’s side from a distinguished line of Huguenots, whilst his companion hailed from the Channel Isles – the illicit progeny of a fisherman and the daughter of a local seigneur. In fact, they shared rather more respect for the traditional enemy than was deemed natural or seemly in an officer of the King’s Navy, so they tended to keep it to themselves in company.


The two men were roughly of an age, which was somewhat between twenty-five and thirty; one dark, one fair, both tall and personable if a little scarred here and there, as if they had been in the wars – which they had. They wore identical tarpaulins buttoned up to the throat and might have passed for midshipmen, the lowest form of marine life to bear the King’s commission, had it not been for a certain authority in their bearing and from the way the true midshipmen that were about the quarterdeck kept their distance as if there was an invisible line drawn upon it – which there was.


The captain, Nathaniel Peake, had attained these lofty heights on the untimely demise of his predecessor, who had suffered the indignity of having his throat cut by former members of the ship’s crew off the Floridas; whilst the first lieutenant, Mr Tully, had been assisted in his rise to greatness by the enemy, who had obligingly knocked his rivals on the head, one by one, in the waters of the Caribbean. Indeed, the two men had shared enough perils and privations to form a kind of friendship, inasmuch as that relationship could prevail between the captain of a king’s ship and a mere mortal.


The sharp report of a cannon sounded from somewhere off to starboard. A signal gun, in all probability, but the gun crews tensed and the captain cursed softly, betraying the unease beneath his banter – not so much at the prospect of an engagement as from the fear of a collision, for though there was little in the way of a wind, the tide was running swiftly. Sufficient to suggest that he would lose a little more than his dignity and his ship a scratch of paint if such a misfortune were to occur. Nathan had been ordered to join Sir John Borlase Warren off Quiberon ‘with the utmost haste’, but his great fear was that the Unicorn should prove too hasty and announce her arrival by running upon one of Sir John’s squadron in the mist, adding to a growing, if in his view unwarranted, reputation for recklessness.


The signal gun sounded again, and as if it had awoken Aeolus from his slumbers, they felt the first real breath of wind that morning. A mere zephyr that barely stirred the sodden canvas, it faded … only to return stronger and more confident. And the sails filled, flattened and filled, and the frigate shied like a colt so that Nathan was moved to utter another curse and issue a hasty command to back the fore course.


But before this could be achieved the fog rolled back, not entirely, but enough to reveal the spectral shapes of the ships around them, the nearest dead ahead – a great brute of a two-decker. Nathan was at the con in an instant with a stream of orders, the helmsmen spinning the wheel, and those few hands who were not occupied with the sails or standing by with the sweeps gazed in awe at the double band of broad white stripes down the massive hull and at the towering masts … and the pale faces at the rail, staring back at them in anger and dismay until the bows of the Unicorn came round and she turned away into the lightening haze.


‘Captain Peake – so here you are at last. I had given you up for lost.’


Sir John Borlase Warren, the expedition commander, was seated in the day cabin of the flagship Pomone with a white cloth spread over his shoulders whilst his barber, or one of the many servants available to supply that function, applied an even sprinkling of powder to his ample brown locks. Behind him, through the stern windows, Nathan could see one of the three 74s of the squadron and beyond that, several of the fifty transports that made up the bulk of Sir John’s command, the steam rising from their decks as the June sun mopped up what remained of the morning mist.


The commodore was in his early forties, keen-eyed and noble-browed, possessed of a long straight nose, a firm chin and an excellent tailor. He had two claims to distinction, both of which made him an unusual member of the species of naval officer. He possessed a university degree – an MA from Emmanuel College, Cambridge – and he had entered the service as an able seaman. His admirers proposed that, by sheer energy and application, he had succeeded in combining a life upon the lower deck with the life of a Cambridge scholar; his detractors that he had contrived through the influence of friends in high places to have his name entered on the books of HMS Marlborough, then serving as guard ship on the Medway, in order to secure valuable years of sea time without the inconvenience of spending years at sea. He had compounded this crime, in the eyes of these cynics, by entering Parliament, within a year of gaining his degree, as the member for Marlow in Buckinghamshire, a constituency in the gift of his family. And though this imposed even fewer restrictions upon his time than a university education, he had not properly entered the service until the venerable age of twenty-seven. Two years later, he had been made post captain of a frigate.


Nathan had reason to acknowledge the value of patronage, but he had served as midshipman and lieutenant for ten years before his first command and he was not disposed to admire a man whose ambition had been considerably aided by his political connections.


Just as he resented the implication that he had taken his time getting here.


He felt obliged to point out, with respect, that he had left Portsmouth within a few hours of receiving the order and proceeded as fast as the winds would allow.


‘Well, well, you are here now and no harm done,’ conceded the commodore. ‘For we have given the French a bloody nose in your absence and have them bottled up in L’Orient.’


So Nathan had heard from the commander of a sloop he had encountered off Ushant, though he might possibly have disputed the use of the pronoun ‘we’, had he valued his career less than he did. Warren’s convoy had been attacked by the French off the Île de Groix, but the rapid intercession of the Channel Fleet had caused the enemy to run for L’Orient with the loss of three ships of the line.


Nathan said that he was sorry to have missed it. And he meant it. The prize money would have been useful, for his circumstances were unusually straitened.


‘Well, it has eased our situation somewhat,’ agreed Sir John complacently. He considered his appearance in the mirror that was raised for his inspection before dismissing the menial with a languid hand. ‘And now all that is left for us to do is to put our eager fellows ashore with as much haste as we can muster.’


Nathan had seen a selection of these eager fellows lining the rails of the transports on his way from the Unicorn and would not have said they displayed any more signs of haste than the commodore. Though they wore the red coats of British regular infantry, they were French émigrés who had fled to England in the years since the Revolution and were now being sent back, courtesy of the British government and at the expense of the British taxpayer, to restore the Bourbons to the throne of France. Judging from the scowls Nathan had observed as he was rowed past them in his barge, they were by no means as fervent to accomplish that feat as those who had despatched them hither.


‘And what force is at our disposal, sir,’ Nathan enquired, ‘if it is not to betray a confidence?’


‘Well, it is to be hoped the French remain in ignorance for a while longer, but I believe we may share this information with you as you must play your part in ensuring our success. The first contingent consists of about two and a half thousand infantry – but Mr Finch will have the exact numbers.’


Mr Finch was the commodore’s political adviser, a man of indeterminate years, but no longer youthful – if indeed he had ever enjoyed that state – with a long, thin face and the sober dress of a clergyman or a banker. Being an appointee of the First Lord of the Treasury, it was probably the latter. Mr Pitt must have dipped heavily into the public purse to finance the expedition and Mr Finch was doubtless expected to account for every penny upon his return – and the value derived thereof.


Attaching a pair of spectacles to the end of his nose, Mr Finch began to read from one of the many documents on the table before him: ‘Four regiments of foot, under d’Hervilly, Dudresmay, d’Hector and La Chartre, each comprising some three hundred men. Rotalier’s artillery regiment comprising sixty guns and seven hundred men. Some eighty additional officers to command volunteers from the local population, and fifty priests under the Archbishop of Dol.’


Sir John noted Nathan’s surprise at this latter provision and was moved to explain.


‘The local populace have a great respect for their priests, not dissimilar to that of our Catholic subjects in Ireland, and despite the efforts of the Republican authorities to persuade them otherwise.’ His tone remained sardonic. ‘Doubtless they will perform miracles.’


They would have to, if such a miserly force were to turn back the tide of Revolution, Nathan thought. Possibly this heresy conveyed itself to Mr Finch, who added: ‘This being the composition of the first division. The second, of approximately equal number, has been assembled in the Channel Isles and is to join us presently. And of course we anticipate considerable reinforcement from the Royalist rebels currently active in the Vendée.’


Warren arched his brow in Nathan’s direction. ‘I take it you are familiar with the situation in the Vendée, Captain?’


‘I have not made it my particular study,’ Nathan temporised. In fact, the present company might have been surprised to know just how much the situation in the Vendée interested him, and why.


‘I am sure Mr Finch will supply any deficiency in that respect,’ the commodore murmured, with a small bow in his direction.


Mr Finch required no further prompting. ‘I think it is fair to say that the whole of Brittany and much of the country south to the Gironde is united in its opposition to the Revolutionary government in Paris,’ he announced confidently. ‘Many have risen in open rebellion, led by their nobles and their priests, calling themselves the Catholic and Royalist Army – otherwise known as the Chouans, a term derived from the French word for the hooting of an owl which they employ as a signal to attack, usually by night.’


‘I think we may assume that Captain Peake needs no tuition in the French language, whatever his appreciation of the strategic situation,’ Sir John proposed, ‘or of the local wildlife.’


Despite the flippancy of his tone, Nathan wondered if the remark betrayed a greater insight than he would have thought possible in the circumstances. The only man he had told of his interest in the Vendée was Martin Tully, his first lieutenant, and he was confident he could rely upon his discretion. But there had been the letter to his mother … Pitt’s agents were perfectly capable of intercepting correspondence between private individuals and might, indeed, be expected to do so if it originated in France. Besides, she had been under surveillance for her Republican sympathies since before the war. Could this be why he had been sent to join the expedition, so soon after his return from the West Indies? But for what purpose? It was too Machiavellian, even for Pitt.


‘They are, of course, irregulars,’ Mr Finch continued, ‘but they have enjoyed some success over the National Guard and we hope to increase this by furnishing them with a sufficiency of weapons and equipment. To wit …’


‘To woo,’ murmured the commodore as his secretary dipped his nose once more into the papers. He looked to Nathan for appreciation and allowed a small but petulant frown to cross his noble features when he observed none.


Mr Finch summoned up a thin smile before reading on: ‘Eighty thousand stand of arms, clothing and shoes, horses and saddlery, food, wine, brandy, and several tons of gunpowd—’


‘I believe you may spare the captain a more detailed inventory,’ interrupted the commodore. ‘However, it is imperative that this equipment is put ashore as quickly as possible and finds its way to the right people, which is where your expertise will come in useful, Captain.’


It seemed to Nathan that the expertise of a good Army quartermaster would be of more use. Or a pilot with intimate knowledge of the Bay of Quiberon. But he proposed neither of these solutions.


‘If you will oblige me by considering the charts …’ The commodore levered himself from his chair, brushed an imagined speck of powder from his shoulder, and crossed to the table. ‘Here is our present position.’ He drew an invisible circle with his finger just off the long crab’s claw of Quiberon, projecting some nine or ten miles out to sea from mainland Brittany and curving slightly to the east. And here,’ he swept his finger across the bay it enclosed, ‘is the Gulf of Morbihan,’ a narrow gap in the rugged coastline opening into what appeared to be a broad natural haven or lagoon with a great many islands and a number of rivers or inlets extending deep into the surrounding countryside.


‘Morbihan,’ repeated Warren, ‘from the Breton Ar Mor Bihan, meaning “the Little Sea”. And this,’ he traced a winding trail along the coastline, ‘is the only road to Quiberon from the interior which, as you see, skirts the Morbihan until it reaches the River Auray.’ His finger paused at the longest of the rivers that flowed into the gulf, not far from where it met the sea. ‘Here it is obliged to employ the use of a bridge.’ He tapped upon the chart several times for emphasis. ‘The bridge at Auray is, I am assured, the only bridge for some fifty miles or so. Now if our information is correct,’ he rolled a leery eye in the direction of Mr Finch, ‘there is a large contingent of Chouans investing the town, doubtless practising their owl hoots upon the Republican garrison there. If one were to land a quantity of arms within their grasp, they may aspire to greater things. If they were to take Auray – and hold it for us – then, as you will see, it would prevent the approach of Republican forces from the interior.’


But Nathan’s practised eye was taking in other details, most especially the batteries marked at the mouth of the gulf and the depths that were marked within. These were shallow waters, even at high tide, and at low tide they would be mostly mud. But Warren had anticipated the problems and had the solutions to hand.


‘I am assured the batteries look more impressive on the chart than they are in reality. The guns are old and have not been fired in anger for many years. You should be able to silence them easily enough with your eighteen-pounders.’


‘But I cannot take the Unicorn into the gulf, sir, not with her draught—’


‘No, sir, and only a fool would suppose it. You will command a fleet of smaller vessels that are being assembled as we speak, with as many seamen and marines as I can spare for the enterprise. And you may, of course, avail yourself of your own marines and crew. That is,’ he raised a mocking brow, ‘if you have no objection to the commission.’


Nathan ran his eye once more across the chart. A labyrinth of small islands, mud banks and creeks, beset by perverse currents and washed by wayward tides. And no clear idea of what force the enemy could muster against him or of what help to expect from the Chouans, if any.


He inclined his head in a polite bow. ‘No objection at all, sir. Indeed, I thank you for giving me the honour.’


‘My pleasure, Captain,’ replied the commodore, with a smile.




Chapter Two


The Mouth of Morbihan
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‘Well,’ declared Nathan, lowering his Dolland glass but keeping his observation for Tully’s private ear, ‘if those guns have not been fired in anger for as long as the commodore believes, it can only be because no one has been fool enough to provoke them.’


The entrance to the Gulf of Morbihan was every bit as bad as he had feared from his consideration of the charts: a nightmare of currents and eddies, girt about with rocks and shoals – and barely a thousand yards across. According to Monsieur Calvez, the old fisherman who had been recruited as guide – and official Jonah – to the expedition, the flood ran at between 6 and 8 knots; he did not mention the ebb, as it was clearly impossible to enter the gulf whilst it was running. In fact, you did not enter the Gulf of Morbihan at all; you were either sucked in or spat out, depending upon the tide.


But the natural hazards were as nothing compared to those contrived by man, for on each side of this channel were the batteries the commodore had dismissed with such nonchalance. The one on the western flank was at the end of Point Kerpenhir, slightly into the mouth of the gulf not much above sea level; the eastern on a gentle slope above the fishing village of Port-Navalo. The guns might well be as old as Warren said they were, but they appeared to be in excellent condition: a dozen 12-pounders to each battery, protected by a stone palisade and angled so as to sweep the mouth of Morbihan in a murderous crossfire. From the amount of smoke in the air, Nathan judged that the gunners possessed braziers in which to heat the shot, which would make life even more interesting for any vessel that tried to run the gauntlet.


A sudden flash, closely followed by the report rolling out across the water: a ranging shot from the battery on Point Kerpenhir. Nathan marked the splash, some three or four hundred yards off their larboard bow, the shot skipping over the flattish waves towards them before sinking well short. He felt confident that he could stand off and pound either position with impunity, though he doubted he would achieve much by the manoeuvre, for the batteries were hunkered down behind steeply sloping banks of earth, each topped by a stone parapet. If Sir John Borlase Warren had thought to provide him with a bomb ketch, Nathan might have contrived to lob a few shells over the walls, but clearly the functions of such a craft had not formed part of his studies at Cambridge. The fleet he had provided stood well out into the bay: a motley collection of gunboats and barges and the gun brig Conquest, which unlike the Unicorn could operate in the shallow waters of the gulf. If she survived the hazards of entering them.


‘Major Howard. Good morning to you, sir,’ said Nathan. ‘Perhaps you would care to take a look at our objective?’


This to the marine officer who had just appeared upon the quarterdeck, yawning and stretching and looking about him as if dawn was a new experience to him, which it possibly was.


Major the Honourable William Howard commanded the force of just over two hundred marines the commodore had provided for the venture, and who were presently distributed about the smaller boats of the squadron. Howard had not previously been to sea, he had confided to Nathan shortly after coming aboard, and had been frightfully sick upon the voyage from England. The calmer waters of the Bay of Quiberon suited him better and he was able to put his eye to the glass with equanimity, bracing himself against the rail.


Nathan waited patiently while the major exposed the two batteries to a lengthy study and then transferred his attention to the slope beyond Port-Navalo on the eastern flank. Nathan had also given this some scrutiny. It was open heath for the most part, with no cover save for a small patch of brushwood and a few ancient dolmens – the peculiar stone monuments that littered the region, about the size of a man. A small cove lay half a mile further along the coast to the east, with a sandy beach which would make a perfect landing place – well out of sight of the guns – but Nathan doubted that much could be accomplished with a couple of hundred men. Nor did Howard, judging from the thoughtful expression on his face when he handed back the glass.


‘Anything spring to mind?’ Nathan enquired, more in jest than hope.


‘A hornets’ nest is what springs to mind, sir. Best avoided.’


‘“Best avoided”,’ Nathan nodded. ‘Thank you, Major, I shall put that in my report.’


‘Well, I suppose under cover of darkness and with some kind of a diversion …’


‘What do you think?’ asked Nathan of his first lieutenant in the privacy of his cabin while the Unicorn and her little squadron cruised off the Morbihan, waiting for dark.


Tully studied the chart as if it might tell them something they did not already know.


‘Well, if the marines can take the fort on the eastern approach under cover of darkness, and we bring the fleet in close to the eastern shore – and the guns on the western approach cannot sight us against the land – then it might be possible.’ His tone was not encouraging. ‘But to sail so close to the shore in the darkness and then into Morbihan itself when the tide is low …’ He shook his head. ‘Is there no other way?’


‘None that I can think of.’ Nathan flopped down in his chair. ‘To hell with it. I shall go back and tell Warren it can’t be done.’


Tully’s silence was eloquent.


‘You think I would not do it?’ Nathan demanded, considerably vexed. ‘The whole strategy is flawed, Martin. We are landing in the wrong part of France with soldiers I would not trust to tie their own gaiters, and in the hope of support from men who are fighting their own war fifty miles from here and who are, according to the information I have received, already beaten.’


‘You mean the Chouans?’


‘That is exactly who I mean.’


‘Why are they called that?’


‘Ah, that is another thing. Mr Finch would have us believe it derives from their practice of hooting like an owl as their signal for an attack. He is wrong. It comes from their leader in the early days of the rebellion, Jean Cottereau, who was known as Jean Chouan after the local name for a screech owl, because he would often mimic its cry as it swoops upon its prey.’


‘Why?’ enquired Tully with a frown.


‘Why?’ Nathan gave it some thought. ‘Well, perhaps it amused him. I, as a child, used to make the sound of a cockerel when I was particularly pleased with myself.’


Tully regarded him with interest. ‘Really?’


‘Usually when I had put one over on those who considered themselves my superior. I was much inclined to rebellion in my youth.’


‘But you have stopped now? Making the sound of a cockerel, that is.’


‘Yes. I sometimes feel the inclination but I suppress it, in the interests of discipline.’ Tully nodded in acknowledgement of the wisdom of this decision. ‘And of course, I am not so often pleased with myself.’


They brooded upon this in silence for a moment.


‘Quite possibly he used it as a rallying cry,’ Nathan reflected, ‘but I cannot believe it was in general use as a signal for a night attack – for once the story became widely known, it would serve to warn the defenders, would it not, that they were about to come under attack?’


‘This is true,’ Tully agreed. ‘Perhaps that is why they were defeated.’


Nathan frowned. ‘My point is that Mr Finch, like other political advisers of our acquaintance, does not know his arse from his elbow. Unless, of course, he deliberately seeks to misinform us as to the true situation.’


‘Why should he wish to do that?’


Nathan shrugged. ‘In his case it could be because he is long accustomed to telling his masters what it is they wish to hear, not what they should rightly know.’


‘And what is the true situation, as you have heard it described? Can we expect any support from the Chouans, or none at all?’


‘Well, they are still active in the Vendée,’ Nathan conceded, ‘but in small groups, I am told, fighting in the forests like Robin Hood and his Merry Men. The days when they could put a large army into the field are long gone. Jean Chouan was killed at Nantes in ninety-two, and since then they have suffered a series of defeats. Since early ninety-four the Republicans have sent death squads from village to village, burning, raping, killing. The locals called them colonnes infernales – the columns from Hell.’


Tully gave him an odd look. ‘You appear to have made this your particular study,’ he remarked lightly.


‘I knew someone in Paris who fled to join them,’ Nathan revealed cautiously. He considered whether to tell Tully the whole story, or at least part of it, but there were some things that were too painful to speak of, even now, and would in any case betray the confidential nature of his business in the French capital.


He had met Sara on his first visit there, on a secret mission for the British government. Her full name was Sara de la Tour d’Auvergne, ci-devant Countess of Turenne, though she did not call herself that, for it was the time of the Terror, her husband was dead, and she did not wish to die herself. She renamed herself Sara Seton, Seton being the name of her father – a Scottish soldier who had been in the service of the King of France – and she lived quietly in a house on the Rue de Condé with her son, Alex, and a single servant. Sara. There had been times when Nathan could not think of her without a terrible sorrow that was not far removed from death itself, though he had been with her for such a short time before her arrest. He had wanted to take her back with him to England; even when she was in prison he still plotted and contrived to that end. Until her own ending on the guillotine.


So he had taken her young son and gone to England without her.


He had thought to carry his sorrow with him to the grave, but then he had received the letter. It was in his desk now, folded into his wallet, but taken out and read so many times it had begun to crack along the folds. The letter had been written by Sara’s friend Mary Wollstonecraft and sent on to Nathan in the Caribbean by his mother. It suggested that Sara was still alive and had fled to the Vendée to seek refuge among the Chouans.


Nathan did not know if he could believe it. Nor did Mary, who had done what she could to contact Sara, to send word that her son was alive and in England. But there was civil war in the Vendée and no way for either Mary or Nathan to reach her, even with a letter. Until now.


‘And this friend of yours, is she with them still?’ enquired Tully, who could be disturbingly perceptive, for Nathan had noted his use of gender.


‘I have no way of knowing,’ he confessed. ‘The situation there has been worse than in Paris at the time of the Terror. At one village, over five hundred people – women, children, old men – were shot as they knelt in prayer. That is just once incident. To save on ammunition they forced people on to barges, shot holes in the bottom and pushed them out into the river.’


He caught Tully’s eye and detected a hint of disbelief.


‘Well, that is what I heard,’ he added defensively. Then, after a moment: ‘It may well be a biased view, for my chief informant was a friend of my mother’s.’ Tully nodded understandingly. Many of Nathan’s more surprising political insights were derived from friends of his mother, who kept a famous salon in London, though now in reduced circumstances. ‘He was a member of the Girondin party, forced to flee France during the Terror, and one would not expect him to speak favourably of those who have, in his opinion, betrayed the Revolution. However, we both know that when the Jacobins were in power there were terrible atrocities committed against those who did not share their own narrow view of progress. Unhappily, their excesses appear to have caused a general revulsion against any progressive movement, anywhere in the world.’


Tully offered no opinion on the matter. Politics, religion, and to some extent sex, were not proper subjects for discussion in the King’s service, even in the dubious privacy of the captain’s cabin where the marine sentry at the door or an idle midshipman leaning over the stern rail might easily pick up a whisper of dissent. Contrary to the view propagated by the government and their hacks in the journals, not all officers in the King’s service were entirely devoted to the King’s interest, or that of his Tory ministers. Many were Whigs, vaguely aligned to principles of liberty, reform and freedom of expression. A lesser number even believed in them. And although Nathan had not discussed it, other than in a passing aside, he suspected his friend and fellow officer shared opinions that would be considered dangerously radical by their superiors, had they known of them.


This was partly attributable to temperament; partly to their unorthodox backgrounds. Though Tully had been raised as a gentleman in his grandfather’s house on Guernsey, he retained many of the degenerate instincts of his fisherman father who, like every second man on Guernsey, supplemented his meagre income from fishing by running sought-after goods from France to England without troubling to cut the government in for a share of the profit. At the first opportunity Tully had run away to sea and allied himself to these free traders, as they called themselves, though the government, less tolerantly, called them smugglers and hanged them whenever they could, or packed them off to Botany Bay – or, in extreme circumstances, obliged them to join the Navy. This latter fate had befallen Tully and though he had profited by the move, he still favoured the independent spirit and opinions of the free traders, a notoriously dissident profession.


Nathan was infected by an even more deplorable heritage. His father was a good English Tory but his mother’s family were French Huguenots – Calvinist dissenters – whose independent views had led to their persecution and exile to New York where, in the course of time they had joined the rebellion against King George. While, as an Englishman, Nathan regretted the loss of the American colonies, he could not bring himself to deplore the birth of the United States and the values enshrined in their Constitution. Nor, indeed, was he opposed to the ideas advanced by the Revolution in France.


All of this combined to make him wonder, at times, quite what he was fighting for. Promotion and plunder were considerations, of course, and the prospect of Glory. As a schoolboy Nathan had been much exposed to the exploits of Francis Drake and Walter Raleigh, of Admirals Blake and Anson and Hawke. He craved the victor’s laurels as much as any true Englishman, even one of his own dubious inheritance. His present difficulty was in reconciling his concept of Glory with his government’s determination to restore the Bourbons to the throne of France with all the wasps and hornets that buzzed around their honeyed court. There were worthier causes to fight and die for.


Then of a sudden, and in this most pessimistic of moods, it came to him.


‘Why, that is it!’ he exclaimed. ‘We will smoke them out.’


‘I believe the major may be obliged to get his feet wet,’ remarked Tully as he watched the first of the ship’s boats ground on the shingle of the small cove.


‘Well, let us hope he knows how to light a fire,’ Nathan replied a little tensely. He had watched the officer climb into the ship’s launch and then, before the astonished gaze of the crew, spread a linen kerchief upon the sternsheets where he was obliged to sit. Nathan hoped this was mere affectation and not an indication of his fighting spirit. He consoled himself with the thought that he was accompanied by Lieutenant Whiteley, who commanded the thirty-four marines aboard the Unicorn.


‘Look there!’ exclaimed Tully, pointing toward the distant headland, where a small troop of horsemen had appeared. Nathan inspected them through the glass. There were six of them, not enough to contest the landing, though there might be more hidden from sight beyond the ridge. But they looked more like artillery officers than cavalry, and it seemed their purpose was strictly observational, for as soon as the redcoats began to advance across the beach they turned and cantered back in the direction of the battery. They could have seen little to concern them, for the redoubt was designed to withstand an assault from either land or sea. Nathan resumed his study of the redoubt. It was in the shape of a diamond perched on the edge of the point: the larger cannon ranged along the two walls facing the channel, but the walls on the landward side equipped with swivel guns and mortars and with loopholes for muskets. The garrison was probably small but a hundred men could have held it against ten times that number, as long as they had sufficient supplies and ammunition.


Nathan lowered the telescope and addressed the sailing master, whose glum expression reflected his disapproval of the entire enterprise. ‘Very well, Mr Graham.’


There was a rush of men to the braces as Graham set sail on a course that would carry them parallel to the coast at a distance of a little over a mile, with the rest of the flotilla following at regular intervals.


Nathan joined the pilot, Monsieur Calvez, at the rail and addressed him in his native tongue. Or French, rather, for the man was a Breton, born and bred. ‘Well, sir, it is to be hoped your eddies do not fail us.’


The pilot rewarded this observation with a shrug, but he stood high in Nathan’s favour at present, having assured the war council hastily convened aboard the Unicorn that, although the tide could reach up to 8 knots in the mouth of the gulf, the very speed of the flow created powerful back-eddies – tourbillons – at either side so that, in effect, it flowed the opposite way at each of the points. This was vital information, if only it could be relied upon.


They would soon know. They were nearing the eastern point near the village of Port-Navalo. Now they could see the guns of the fort, a hint of dragon’s breath coiling from the black muzzles.


‘Keep your distance, Mr Graham,’ Nathan instructed sharply, the ship’s head having drifted a little toward the shore.


‘Aye, aye, sir.’


Nathan wished he had more confidence in his own sailing master, but he always had to keep his eye upon him. He knew it made the man nervous, but there it was. If they made the slightest error of judgement, if there was the slightest delay in carrying out his orders, they were lost.


There was a sudden eruption from the battery and the first shot came skipping over the waves towards them before sinking off their starboard bow.


Nathan caught Tully’s eye. ‘We may see your fire engine in action before the day is out,’ he remarked lightly, knowing he did not fool Tully for an instant.


Tully was an admirer of all things mechanical and the fire engine had become his personal concern. It was standing by in the waist, just abaft the mainmast: a wonder of gleaming brass and canvas hose, ready to pump a stream of water over rigging and decks. But the wonder of the world would not save a ship composed almost wholly of timber, hemp and canvas once a fire took hold. Nathan saw the bows shift a trifle to windward, felt the movement through his feet and raised his voice to reach Lieutenant Holroyd on the gundeck.


‘Stand by, Mr Holroyd.’


‘Aye, aye, sir.’


Holroyd had bound a bandana tight about his ears – or rather, the one ear he had left and the hole that was the other, the missing organ having been detached by a cutlass on their first commission. He had persuaded the ship’s doctor, McLeish, to sew it back on again, but the graft had become infected and the ear had been cut off a second time, with surgical precision. Normally he let his hair hang unbound to cover the mutilation, but the bandana gave him a bold, buccaneering air, even without an earring. He had come on greatly since Nathan had first met him at the Havana nine months ago: a spotty-faced snotty, not yet twenty. But he had fought in three battles since and the spots had quite vanished from his complexion, though the loss of the ear was to be regretted.


Nearer still. And now Nathan could see the smoke – not from the battery now, but from beyond, rolling across the headland from the burning brushwood that Howard’s marines had set alight: thick black smoke, as dense as the morning fog.


‘Very well, Mr Holroyd, fire as you bear.’


‘Fire as you bear!’


The broadside rippled along the deck and Nathan leaped up into the shrouds to watch the fall of shot: most of it kicking up dirt from the escarpment but at least two striking the stone ramparts above – ramparts that suddenly blossomed in orange flame as the battery replied. The sea erupted in a series of waterspouts, the nearest so close, Nathan felt the spray on his cheek. One ball skipped clear across the waist, another announced its arrival by knocking loudly upon the hull. They were out in mid-channel now and Nathan could feel the full force of the flood, pushing them into the gulf beyond with its shallows and its shoals – and the waiting guns on the opposite point.


He turned to watch the Conquest as she bore away, following the curve of the coast and leading the smaller craft in a long line behind her, like a flock of nervous ducklings, close under the guns of the battery. Guns he could no longer see for thick black smoke. They were still firing blindly through it but Nathan could see no obvious damage to his little fleet of gunboats and barges that were even now scuttling through the gap. Judging from the waterspouts flung up by the falling shot, the enemy gunners were aiming far too high. He thought he could hear the sharper crack of musket fire, too, which could indicate the marines were in action on the farther side of the fort – but he had warned Howard not to persist with his attack if he met with any serious resistance.


It was time to look to his own affairs. They were on a course now that would take them within range of the guns on the opposite point. He saw Graham shoot him a look, impatient for the order to bear away, but it was far too soon, for they must draw their fire from the craft on the far side of the channel. He saw the multiple flash of fire from the distant muzzles and a series of waterspouts erupted just off their starboard bow. Seconds later, the Unicorn replied and Nathan marked the fall of shot against the embankment. Far too low. Holroyd roared out instructions, running from cannon to cannon, the gun crews heaving on crowbars and slamming in quoins to bring the muzzles up as high as they would bear.


But they were fairly rushing down upon the battery now and the French gunners had their own problems, for their next salvo was aimed far too high. Nathan could see them through the embrasures, frantically swabbing and worming the smoking barrels. He might have as much as two minutes now, before they fired again, for they were no great shakes as gunners. Thus he comforted himself as they drew ever closer to the point and the promised tourbillons. The pilot, Monsieur Calvez, was looking thoughtful. Nathan hoped to God the man knew what he was talking about.


Closer still. He could see faces peering down at them through the embrasures and the black muzzles of the guns as they were trundled back in place.


And then he felt it. The sudden tremor as the bows bit into the counter-current.


‘Hard a larboard, Mr Graham!’ Nathan roared, loud enough for the helmsmen to start spinning the wheel long before the master’s order.


‘She does not answer!’ Graham wailed, watching the helmsmen in anguish as they spun the wheel. For a moment their fate hung in the balance and then the bows came round to face the open sea and Nathan felt the full force of the tourbillons pushing them round against the tide and he grinned at the pilot who rewarded him with another careless shrug and a lugubrious pout of the lower lip as if to say, what did you expect?


And now a string of orders as the Unicorn worked her way to windward, away from that terrible shore. A flash and a bang from the fort. Fired too low now, for the shot fell just short of their stern as they clawed away. And another, with the same result. The French were firing singly now, perhaps to mark the fall of shot. The next smashed into the stern rail, showering the quarterdeck with deadly splinters. Men were down, some screaming, some silent. Kendrick, one of the new midshipmen who had joined them at Portsmouth, a boy of thirteen, had a great shard of wood sticking out of his arm. He was clutching it with the other, white-faced, biting his lip and he looked at Nathan, as if for reassurance. It took all Nathan’s will not to run to him. ‘Get him below,’ he snapped to his steward Gabriel, who was in his usual position at his side, and he turned abruptly away, looking aloft as the weather leeches began to flutter and lift. They were close-hauled now, jammed as close to the wind as she would lie. If they were taken aback now, so close to shore …


‘Mr Graham!’ The master appeared hypnotised, gazing aloft. ‘Ease off a point, sir, ease her off.’


A shot struck the muzzle of the 18-pounder nearest the quarterdeck and shattered, dismounting the gun and spraying hot metal over the crew. One man was on fire. A trail of powder ignited and flared across the deck. Tully left the helm and ran forward. His fire engine sprayed water in a great arc across the waist.


But the sails were filled and drawing well. Too well, for they were drawing away from the shore and losing the back current; they must not stray too far from the shore. Why in God’s name could the master not see that?


‘A point more, Mr Graham, if you will,’ Nathan commanded, struggling to keep his voice calm, for the sails were feathering and they were losing way as they felt the pull of the tide once more. No response. Nathan whirled upon him, but before he could damn his eyes, or give the order himself, a direct hit shattered the helm, killing or maiming both helmsmen and sending Graham flying to the deck. Worse, the foretopmast began to sway forward until with a terrible deliberation it came crashing down across the bows, bringing the foresails with it in an impossible tangle of canvas and rigging and spars – and at once the head dropped off from the wind and the frigate was swept back into the mouth of Morbihan.


Nathan met Tully’s appalled gaze and knew with an awful certainty that they were lost, but he began to shout orders in a desperate bid to stave off disaster. One party was sent below to man the tiller ropes, and Holroyd and his people were fighting to clear the tangle of wreckage up forward, but the frigate was now firmly in the grip of the tide and it was moving them remorselessly back down the channel into the Morbihan and the guns on Point Kerpenhir. Every shot was hitting home now and several fires had started on the gundeck. It seemed a question only of whether they would be burned or battered to death. Bodies sprawled among a shambles of rigging and dismounted guns, the wounded crying out piteously, but there were hardly any men spare to carry them below. Those men who were not hacking at the rigging or working the guns were fighting fires. Then, with shocking suddenness, they struck. Struck with such violence that every man was thrown off his feet and with a groan like a tree crashing in the forest, the foretop came down to join the chaos on the deck below.




Chapter Three


Fire and Shot


[image: image]


Nathan staggered to his feet, dazed and bloodied from his violent contact with the deck, and gazed wildly about him, but even in the extremity of his anguish and pain, he knew they had struck sand and not rock, that the bottom had not been torn from the hull and that with the tide still rising there was a reasonable chance of floating free. But not at once. Not at once, and every minute they waited they would take another pounding from the guns on Point Kerpenhir – and at such close range they could hardly miss. The Unicorn was being battered to death before his eyes. He had no option but to strike.


He looked to the stern where the white ensign flapped lazily in the warm summer breeze and called for Mr Lamb. He appeared to be scrambling around behind the starboard carronade. Why? Was he trying to hide? No – he had simply lost his hat. He crammed it on his head and came running aft.


‘Sir?’


But no. He could not ask the boy to do this. This was something he had to do himself. He moved over to the halyard but then paused, searching for some reason to put off the inevitable. He looked back over the stern towards the distant fleet, now safe inside the waters of the gulf, but what comfort was that when he had lost the Unicorn? He then looked towards the fort above Port Navalo, no longer wreathed in smoke – and to his astonishment he saw the tricolour coming down from the flagstaff, then, after a moment, when time seemed to stand still for him, the Union flag was run up in its place. Howard’s marines had taken the fort. And now Nathan could see them, in their red coats, standing up on the ramparts waving their black shakoes, oblivious for the moment of the fate that had befallen the Unicorn. But their success gave him heart – and pointed to the one hope he had of saving his ship. If Howard could take one fort with a parcel of marines, Nathan could surely take the other with his battle-hardened veterans of the Unicorn.


He sought out Tully amid the confusion on the quarterdeck. There was a thin stream of blood running down the side of the man’s face.


‘Mr Tully, we must try to capture the fort. I am going to take as many men as I can in the ship’s boats.’ Tully nodded but his eyes appeared blank. Nathan seized him by the shoulder: ‘Martin? Do you hear me?’


With an effort he pulled himself together. ‘Yes, sir. The ship’s boats …’ He glanced uncertainly towards the stern. The four boats had been lowered before the Unicorn went into action and the tide had dragged them far out to starboard, but at least they had escaped the mayhem on the frigate’s decks.


‘If I succeed you will be able to float her off on the rising tide, but if I fail … Martin, if I fail, you must strike, do you understand me?’


‘Aye, aye, sir.’ Tully half-turned to go but then checked himself and turned back again. ‘Good luck,’ he said, but from the look in his eye it was the nearest he could bring himself to saying, ‘goodbye’.


Another salvo from the fort, most of the rounds smashing into the hull so that Nathan swore he felt the vessel shudder at the blows she was taking, and there were fires breaking out all over the deck, most of the gun crews running about with buckets of water while the guns stood abandoned, unable to bear. Fire and shot were destroying the only ship he had ever come to love, for all the troubles she had brought him.


‘Gabriel! Gilbert Gabriel!’ Nathan turned to look for his servant, but he was here already, at his side, his guardian angel. The Angel Gabriel, he was called by the hands, in irony, for his character was by no means virtuous. He had been a highwayman, and destined for the rope, before Nathan’s father had snatched him from the jailhouse and borne him off to sea.
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