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PRAISE FOR BEN KANE


‘Richard the Lionheart’s name echoes down the centuries as one of history’s greatest warriors, and this book will immortalise him even more. A rip-roaring epic, filled with arrows and spattered with blood. Gird yourself with mail when you start’


Paul Finch, author of Strangers


‘Ben’s deeply authoritative depiction of the time is delivered in a deft manner. I was immersed in the detail of Rufus’s life, with its heat and cold, its odours, foods, clothing, beats, politics and all the other minutiae of the age’


Simon Scarrow, author of the Eagles of the Empire series


‘Kane’s virtues as a writer of historical adventures – lively prose, thorough research, colourful action – are again apparent’


Nick Rennison, The Sunday Times


‘Lionheart has plenty of betrayal, bloodshed and rich historical detail’


Martin Chilton, Independent


‘Plenty of action, blood, scheming, hatred, stealth and politics here, if that’s what you want in your read – and you know it is!’


Sunday Sport


‘To read one of Ben Kane’s astonishingly well-researched, bestselling novels is to know that you are, historically speaking, in safe hands’


Elizabeth Buchan, Daily Mail


‘This is a stunningly visual and powerful read: Kane’s power of des­cription is second to none . . . Perfect for anyone who is suffering from Game of Thrones withdrawal symptoms’


Helena Gumley-Mason, The Lady


‘Fans of battle-heavy historical fiction will, justly, adore Clash of Empires. With its rounded historical characters and fascinating historical setting, it deserves a wider audience’


Antonia Senior, The Times


‘Grabs you from the start and never lets go. Thrilling action combines with historical authenticity to summon up a whole world in a sweeping tale of politics and war. A triumph!’


Harry Sidebottom, author of the The Last Hour


‘The word epic is overused to describe books, but with Clash of ­Empires it fits like a gladius in its scabbard. What Kane does, with such mastery, is place the big story – Rome vs Greece – in the background, while making this a story about ordinary men caught up in world-defining events. In short, I haven’t enjoyed a book this much for ages. There aren’t many writers today who could take on this story and do it well. There might be none who could do it better than Ben Kane’


Giles Kristian, author of Lancelot


‘Exceptional. Kane’s excelled once again in capturing the terror and the glory . . . of the ancient battlefield, and this story is one that’s been begging for an expert hand for a long time’


Anthony Riches, author of the Empire series


‘Carried off with panache and Kane’s expansive, engaging, action-packed style. A complex, fraught, moving and passionate slice of history from one of our generation’s most ambitious and engaging writers’


Manda Scott, author of the Boudica series


‘It’s a broad canvas Kane is painting on, but he does it with vivid colours and, like the Romans themselves, he can show great admiration for a Greek enemy and still kick them in the balls’


Robert Low, author of the Oathsworn series


‘Ben Kane manages to marry broad narrative invention with detailed historical research . . . in taut, authoritative prose . . . his passion for the past, and for the craft of story-telling, shines from every page’


Toby Clements, author of the Kingmaker series


‘This thrilling series opener delivers every cough, spit, curse and gush of blood to set up the mighty clash of the title. Can’t really fault this one’


Jon Wise, Weekend Sport


‘Ben Kane’s new series explores the bloody final clash between ancient Greece and upstart Rome, focusing on soldiers and leaders from both worlds and telling the story of a bloody war with style’


Charlotte Heathcote, Sunday Express S Magazine


‘A thumping good read. You can feel the earth tremble from the great battle scenes and feel the desperation of those caught up in the conflict. Kane’s brilliant research weaves its way lightly throughout’


David Gilman, author of the Master of War series
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It is a little odd to put an historical note at the start of a novel, but I felt moved to do so with Napoleon’s Spy. The simple reason is the number of duels fought by the hero, Mathieu Carrey. From the moment I wrote his third or fourth clash with the same opponent, I could see the emails of complaint, the negative Amazon reviews. No one would fight that many duels, over literally nothing, they read.


Oh yes, they would.


Duelling was nothing more than a massive exercise in (almost exclusively) male ego. It will come as no surprise that many duels were associated with the consumption of alcohol, or that men often tended to call each other out over perceived insults to women. Duels also came about for even more farcical reasons. Examples include a disagreement over the interpretation of the translation of a Greek word, and two British army officers who duelled after their dogs had got into a fight.


And the historical basis for Carrey’s duelling?


Pierre Dupont de l’Étang and François Fournier-Sarlovèze, two officers in Napoleon’s Grande Armée, are recorded as having fought more than thirty (30!) duels over a nineteen-year period from 1794. Joseph Conrad wrote about them in his short story The Duel; Ridley Scott used that tale as a basis for his first film, The Duellists. I recommend both.





CHAPTER I



East Kent coast, England, September 1811


From the west came the plaintive weoo of a curlew. A faint breeze rippled the dew-laden grass around me. I pulled my woollen cloak tighter and settled down into the sand. Atop a seaward-facing dune, my attention was fixed, as it had been since my arrival two hours before, on the water. There was insufficient light to discern any craft, but the flash from a tinder box – the signal I expected – would be visible. My ears were pricked; sound carried long distances. In my current line of business, avoiding the attention of revenue or naval vessels had a strong link to my chances of discovery or capture.


I heard the Frenchies muttering to each other. Instantly anxious – a far greater danger than His Majesty’s navy was the local militia, hunting escaped prisoners of war – I twisted around and whispered, ‘Calmez! Le bateau arrive bientôt.’


Reassured that the boat would come soon, they settled.


My conscience needled me. Rather than slumber peacefully in my blankets like most, here I was, engineering the escape of some of Napoleon’s soldiers: enemies of Britain. I was a traitor, I told myself. At once the rebellious part of my character – that is to say, the French part – bridled. Britain might have been at war with France for most of the previous nineteen years, but I wanted no part of it.


My inner conflict was familiar. Born to an English mother and French father, my whole life had been spent not quite knowing who or what I was. Like many Royalists, my father had fled France not long after the Revolution. He had met and married my mother in Kent, where I had been raised. I spoke English like a local, and my surname, Carrey, did not scream ‘Frenchman’ either. That helped somewhat, but for reasons I could not explain, and quite unlike my brother and sister, I had never felt at home in England.


Bitterness tugged at me. Shame gnawed my insides. Lacking my usual daily cushion against these feelings – copious quantities of wine – and with time on my hands, I was unable to stop my mind from picking at the detail. I quickly reached a damning conclusion. Not feeling wholly English was not reasonable grounds to commit treason. It was my own fault that I was in this predicament.


I squirmed mentally, but I could not avoid the bald, ugly truth.


My love of gambling had brought me to this.


Keen to unhook myself from my own barb, I thought of the cha­rismatic Frenchman I had met five days since. He had a lot to do with my being here. But for him, I might still have been in the gutter in London. Credit exhausted, unable to make even a small payment towards the debts I had run up at my favoured betting salon, I had been roughed up by the owner’s hired thugs. Unwilling to fight back because of what I had done to my brother years before, I had simply taken the beating.


Cowed, bruised, drunk, I had lain there for an hour or more before the Frenchman came to my aid. He had helped me up, and taken me to a nearby tavern, where he had seen to my cuts and bruises. Half won over by this unexpected kindness, I had gratefully accepted his offer of ‘a sup of wine’. As I drank, he made polite conversation. He was an émigré, living with his family in London these past twenty years. His children were grown, two daughters married and with children of their own, one son, the youngest, working with him in the family company. He was in the cloth trade, the Frenchman said, and was on his way home when he had chanced upon me.


Taken in by his apparent candour, tongue loosened by the drink, I had laid out my own life story. How I had been well educated, and reaching manhood, brought like my brother into my father’s importing business, where I had thought to die of boredom. How I had discovered wine, and then card games, dice and horse racing. Beginner’s luck had seen me win large amounts – at least at first. My luck had turned, naturally, and I had taken to ‘borrowing’ funds from the family business’s safe. ‘I would have paid it back,’ I had told the Frenchman, almost convinced I was telling the truth.


‘Bien sûr,’ he had murmured, refilling my cup. ‘What happened after that?’


‘My father paid my debts, and threw me onto the street,’ I said, my shame too great to admit the tragic truth of it. My crime revealed when it came time for the end-of-year accounts, I had endured the humiliation of my father’s disappointment and then that of his easily granted forgiveness. He had written off the monies I had taken from the business, and honoured my debts in full. All I had had to do in exchange was hang my head and promise never to gamble again as long as I lived.


I did not admit that less than a week had gone by before I fell back into my old ways. Nor did I relate how, arrogant, sure of my father’s love, I had made no attempt to see if I was being followed. I remembered my welcome back into the salon, the toothy smiles and fresh credit. To the Frenchman, I mentioned only a pleasant, wine-fuelled evening losing money, and how when I emerged, late on in the day, my father had been waiting.


Mortally fuddled as I was that night with the Frenchman, even I had been unable to miss the whine in my voice as I complained about being disowned. Was it any surprise, I continued, that I had fallen further into debt? And as for the rates of interest charged on my debts, they were extortionate. A man had no chance of making good; it was one step forward and three back.


The Frenchman had nodded and smiled, and commiserated. He no longer spoke of himself, and selfish fool that I was, I had barely noticed. The wine continued to flow, and I, thirsting like a man deprived of it for a year, had thrown back glass after glass. Hours later, my new friend’s mention of French prisoners of war, and the vast sums to be made in helping them escape, seemed not just acceptable, but appealing.


The next day, head pounding, body aching, it had been easy to let his generous offer keep my freshly sprung reservations at bay. Twenty pounds per man – with eight Frenchies requiring a boat right now – would provide me with a princely sum, and more than half what I owed. The landlord of the Shoreditch garret I rented and the salon’s heavies would be placated for a time.


Already greedy, envisaging clearing my debts, I had nonetheless taken the Frenchman’s assertion of plentiful work with a pinch of salt. Since my journey to Deal to find a boat, however, my opinion had changed. All the locals, it seemed, were either prepared to transport Frenchies over the Channel, or knew someone who was. Plenty of Englishmen took French gold and thought nothing of it. George Dowall, the ferryman whom I had engaged for tonight, winked and told me he had been at it for years. His casualness had eased the slight qualms I had felt at dealing with men who were regarded by most people as enemies.


I then travelled from Deal to Burntwick Island in the Thames ­Estuary, where I was to meet the Frenchies. Separated from the shore by mud flats, it was home to a local brandy-smuggling gang, and where escapees from the prison hulks gathered. The Frenchman’s intelligence had been accurate; I found eight of his countrymen in a hovel rented from the smugglers. Journeying by night, hiding in hedgerows by day, I had led them the forty-plus miles to the east Kent coast without incident. By the time we reached Deal, I had grown confident, even cocky.


Feeling as if my charges had already made it back to France, and I the proud recipient of one hundred and sixty pounds, I stared out to sea. Miles to the east, where the flat calm water met the sky, there was a suggestion of brightness. I felt a prickle of unease. The cursed guinea boat should have been here by now. It was one thing to make some of the crossing in the daytime, quite another to embark in broad daylight, when anyone could spy us out. The nearest Martello tower was many miles away, but that did not mean it was safe. The primary duty of the local militia, the East Kents, was the defence of the local coastline. No doubt catching escaped Frenchies came a close second.


I thought of my childhood friend William Noble. When I had set off for London and the family business at the age of seventeen, he had joined the East Kents. We had seen each other but rarely since, and for more reasons than our geographical separation. There had been a quarrel over a girl. I shoved away that memory, determined not to dwell on the past. As far as I knew, William was still in the militia. I hoped he was nowhere nearby.


My attention returned to my current predicament. If the guinea boat did not arrive soon, I would have to lead the Frenchies back to the barn where they had spent the previous night and day. A mountain of problems would then face me: keeping their presence secret until I could secure another vessel, finding provisions without arousing suspicion, avoiding militia patrols; the list went on.


The relief that I felt, therefore, when a flash of white light winked at me from a quarter of a mile away, was considerable. It was amazing, I thought, fumbling for my flint and knife, how one spark could be visible from so far away. I struck the flint off the back of the blade, twice, thrice, hoping the men out on the water would see. I peered into the darkness, but still I could not make out the shape of the guinea boat. A moment later, two answering flashes told me my signal had been seen. My spirits rose. There was no time to lose. Rowed by a dozen men each side, the boat would soon reach the shallows.


I secreted flint and blade in a pocket and clambered to my feet. Remembering the pistol I had brought for protection, I shoved it back into my belt. ‘Maintenant,’ I called to the Frenchies, pitching my voice low. ‘Venez, venez!’


Up they stood, eight of them. Bearded, unkempt, they wore ragtag clothes, part military uniform, part garments that had been begged, borrowed or stolen since their capture. I led the way down to the beach. At once we were in the open, and my belly clenched. Casting my gaze left and right along the strand, I laid a hand to the pistol. If I had hoped for solace from its wooden butt, I got none. I had never used the thing, indeed had not used any firearm since a fowling trip on the Thames Estuary years before.


I would not need it, I told myself, and pressed on. The guinea boat was visible now, the oarsmen slowing their stroke so the craft did not run aground.


‘Who goes there?’


My heart lurched in my chest. I stopped. So did the Frenchies.


The shout had come from off to our right. Deal town lay in that direction, perhaps a mile and a half distant. I had expressed my doubts to George Dowall, asking if we should not embark further to the north, but he had laughed, and declared this was the best spot, and that he had not seen the East Kents in years.


‘Stand, in the king’s name!’ The strident voice was perhaps a hundred yards away.


We were within musket range, I decided calmly, but in the darkness, we had little chance of being hit.


‘Que devrions-nous faire?’


I said nothing.


The lead Frenchie grabbed my shoulder and repeated his question – what should we do?


To run back into the dunes risked separation, I decided, and in all likelihood, capture for most of my charges. That would rule out any further business from the Frenchman. Complete penury awaited me in that direction, therefore, and broken limbs – this was what the salon’s heavies had promised – along with it.


‘Au bateau!’ I cried. ‘Vite! Vite!’


‘Stay where you are!’


‘Courez!’ I shouted, heaving the Frenchie past me. ‘Run!’


A musket cracked. I caught its flash from the corner of my eye, heard the ball whistle past in the night. How close it had come, I could not tell, but fear gave me wings. As muzzle flashes lit the night and the peace was shredded by the roaring of muskets, I sprinted for the boat.


‘Courez!’ My bellow would have woken every person in Deal.


Water soaked into my shoes – soon it reached my calves – yet I did not slow. I slammed into the guinea boat, hurting my ribs on the planking. ‘George?’ I asked the figure in the prow.


‘That be you, Master Matthew?’ His voice was as calm as a man bidding his neighbour good morn.


‘Yes!’


‘Brought company, you did. Get they Frenchies onboard if we’re not to have a right set-to.’


The lead Frenchman, the one who had asked me what we should do, was already by my side. Willing hands reached out, heaving him aboard. ‘Vite!’ I cried, even as a second came hurtling in.


‘After them, men!’ It was the militia’s officer. ‘There is the boat!’


I felt a prickle of recognition, but then another Frenchie arrived, and three more. I could see the seventh as well. Stepping away from the prow to try and see the last, and worrying about the militiamen, I pulled out my pistol.


‘Best cock that piece, Matthew,’ said George drily, ‘unless you be planning to use it as a club.’


Grateful that he could not see my flushing cheeks, I drew back the hammer. God and all His saints, I thought, let me not have to shoot a fellow Englishman. There was time to feel the irony of how I had identified myself before the seventh Frenchie reached the boat.


‘Où est le dernier homme?’ I demanded.


‘Je sais pas!’ His fearful tone revealed that he was not about to help me look either. He climbed into the guinea boat even as George and a crewman jumped into the shallows.


The pair set their shoulders to the prow. With a great heave, they pushed the boat several feet back into the water. ‘Ready, Master ­Matthew?’ George asked.


Muskets barked. I saw flashes of light, one, two, three in a line perhaps twenty-five yards away. A ball struck the water near me. There was a hollow thump as another struck the boat. The other went I had no idea where. The officer was roaring at his men. I thought I heard him order them to fix bayonets. Again recognition tickled at me.


‘We needs to go, master.’ Finally, there was urgency in George’s voice.


‘Wait,’ I barked. ‘There is one man missing.’


‘I will not wait, sir!’


I glanced back, and was relieved to see that he had not got into the boat – yet. I had no more than a few moments, though. Only a fool would stay where he was, and be caught. A lengthy gaol sentence awaited those who smuggled Frenchies over the Channel.


My eyes searching the darkness, my mouth tasting of bile, I went five paces towards the dunes. I held my pistol straight-armed out in front of me, as if I knew what to do with it. ‘Venez-ici!’ I called. ‘Come here!’


So intent was I on spying out militiamen that I almost tripped over the crouching figure.


‘Aidez-moi,’ he said in a pain-racked, husky voice.


Helping him up, I threw my left arm around his back to grip the far side of his shirt. Together we took a step towards the boat, which thank merciful God, was still there. One of the Frenchies had clambered out, and was coming to our aid. Water splashed behind me, very close. A voice shouted ‘Stop!’ My flesh crawled. I could almost feel the steel of a bayonet ramming into my back.


We were within touching distance of the boat. The Frenchie reached out for his comrade’s hand.


‘Look out, master!’ George cried.


‘Get him in,’ I ordered the helpful Frenchie, and relinquished my grip of the injured man.


I twisted towards him and kept turning; with the pistol in my right hand, I could aim more quickly that way. Not that I wanted to shoot it – the last thing I had intended this night was to shed another man’s blood.


Imagine my utter horror, therefore, to find a militiaman almost upon me. Closer still was the fearful bayonet on the end of his musket. ‘Bastard!’ He jabbed it forward.


I did well to avoid his lunge, but he was already preparing to go at me again.


Utterly terrified, I did nothing. I could not turn my back on him, or he would gut me like a fish. Nor could I keep avoiding his attack. Judging by the shouts, his fellows would arrive any moment.


‘Shoot ’im, master!’ George’s voice.


Dumbly, I stared down my arm, which was somehow pointing at the militiaman. At its end, in my white-knuckled fist, was the cocked pistol. My gaze went past it, to the fear-clenched militiaman’s expression. He had hesitated, presuming I was about to shoot him, but I had not. Now, he was going to stab me – I could see it in his eyes.


Still my finger did not tighten on the trigger.


A belch of orange-yellow flame erupted at the edge of my vision. The thunder of the discharge deafened me, so close was it. The militiaman was punched back by the shot, his face a bloody ruin. He dropped like a marionette with cut strings.


The Frenchie who had fired was already gone, joining his fellows in the boat. ‘Vite, monsieur,’ he urged.


I lowered my pistol. Numb with shock and horror, I looked down at the water swirling around what had once been a man. The darkness concealed the blood.


‘Master Matthew!’


I took a step backwards, then another.


Another figure appeared out of the darkness. Thick gold cuffs at the ends of his sleeves marked him out as an officer, as did the pistol in his hand.


Fresh anguish filled me. Of all the men it could have been, it was William Noble, my friend. There was no mistaking his angular shape, and his long, straight nose.


Perhaps blinded by the pistol’s discharge, William tripped and fell over the corpse, landing face first in the knee-high water.


Voices called out in the night. Fresh flames belched as the militiamen fired in our direction.


I hesitated, torn with wanting to help my friend, who had a great fear of drowning, and aware that I needed to flee.


William came up spluttering, and recognised me. Bewilderment filled his honest face. Shock filled his voice. ‘Matthew?’


I did not answer. I could not.


He raised his pistol, but it was soaking wet. With a curse, he hurled the thing in my direction.


I dodged it and backed away, towards the boat, even as he leaped up and came charging after me.


I was pulled aboard by strong hands. George fended off William with an oar as the crew bent their backs. We scythed forward into the waves. I slumped in the bottom of the boat, my ears ringing with William’s accusing cry.


‘You are a murderer, Matthew! A murderer!’





CHAPTER II



It was an easy crossing, with light winds and a calm sea. We sighted a Royal Navy vessel close to the French coast, but the speed of the guinea boat was such that it did not even attempt to give chase. The oarsmen cheered as George pronounced with grim satisfaction that it would be ‘like setting a cow to race a hare’.


I was brooding, mind filled with images of the militiaman’s face as it had been blown apart. The mood among the Frenchies was also muted, thanks to their wounded comrade. Shot in the upper abdomen, he had mercifully lapsed into unconsciousness by daybreak. Perhaps halfway across the Channel, he moaned once or twice, and died. A comrade – a friend, it seemed – set up a great wailing and crying, and had to be quieted by the others. A while after, they closed the dead man’s eyes and folded his hands as if in prayer. Then they performed a haunting rendition of Le Chant du Départ, the French empire’s anthem, several weeping as he sang.


The oarsmen, rough Kentishmen every last one, slowed their stroke to listen. Several bowed their heads in respect. It was a curious moment, the two sets of men – to all intents and purposes enemies – united in reverence for the dead.


I prayed for myself.


I also found my attention drawn to the body. As if to make up for what I had not seen before – I had never been to a public hanging, for example – my eyes were drawn to the pathetic, limp shape on the bottom of the boat. His blood had mixed with the bilge water, turning it the colour of dilute wine. It slopped to and fro against his pale face. At least he had a face, I thought, stomach turning, not like the militiaman back at the beach.


The Frenchie who had shot him, a big, moustachioed officer from Bordeaux, took my fascinated attention for guilt, or sorrow.


‘It is not your fault he died, monsieur.’ He gave the others a baleful look, but none would meet his gaze. His eyes returned to mine. ‘At least you tried to help him, which is more than you can say for this lot.’


I nodded. I would not speak my real mind. That the wretch would have died anyway. That if I had left him to die, the militiaman would still be alive, and better yet, that William would not think me a murderer. Never, I decided, had an attempt to save a man’s life been more futile, and borne such bitter fruit. I turned my head to look at the low, rolling coastline of France, thinking, if I go back to England, I will have to live as a fugitive, at constant risk of ending my life dancing at the end of a rope.


I was startled – and disgusted – by a devilish voice in my head. Abandon England, and my debts could be forgotten. The relief I felt from this was brief. Exile meant never seeing my family again. Of more immediate concern, however, was landing in France, where I would be regarded as an enemy. There were aged relations somewhere in Normandy, but I had never met them. My father had spoken of an old friend in Paris from time to time, a Monsieur Dupont, but I had only a vague idea of where he lived.


I laid a surreptitious hand to the money belt hidden under my shirt. It held fifty-five gold guineas. The Frenchman had given me eighty; twenty had gone to George in down payment, and the rest had been spent on food and other sundries. Once I was given the balance of what I was owed, and George was paid off, I would be left with one hundred and fifteen guineas. It was a sizeable sum, and, if I was not robbed and did not lose it gambling, enough to live on for a year, perhaps two. Panic fluttered in my stomach, nonetheless. I had never envisaged living in France for a month, let alone for the rest of my life.


Maybe it would be better to return to England, I thought. Keep my head down for a while, not in Kent, obviously, and let the militiaman’s death be forgotten. Mindful of my debts in London, I considered other cities to live in. Bristol was a place I had heard good things about. I imagined opening my own gambling salon there, under an assumed identity. Shame pricked me at the thought of abandoning the Carrey name.


I hardened my heart. This was no time for sentimentality. What was done was done, and I had to make the best of it. And in England at least there would be the possibility of seeing my family again, and making things right with my father. Although we were estranged, I had harboured hopes of a reconciliation.


‘What be your intention, Master Matthew?’ George asked as if he could read my mind. ‘Will you come back with us, or bide in France awhile?’


I gave him a tight smile. He had heard me speaking with the escapees; he had an inkling of my heritage. ‘England is my home.’


‘Of course, master.’ There was a note of apology in his voice. ‘We won’t linger then. Put these Frenchies ashore, and straight back out to sea. Us will be back in Kent by nightfall, eh lads?’


A chorus of assent came from the oarsmen.


George caught my eye, then whispered, ‘Get your money now, master. You don’t want to be asking the Frenchies for it with their feet on the beach.’ Concealing the movement with his body, he mimed a running man with his fingers.


I nodded, grateful for the advice. Even as we talked, the coast had drawn nearer. It was perhaps three quarters of a mile off. The town of Calais was a dark smudge off to our right. Directly in front of our position, I could see a windmill close to the shore, and beside it, the tiny shape of a wagon. Miniature men heaved sacks of wheat down to other men, who with the heavy loads on their backs, walked towards the mill.


Easing past George, I asked the first Frenchie for his money. The rogue pretended not to understand, but when I told him he could swim the rest of the way, he handed over the coin soon enough. His fellows did the same; I secreted the gold in my waistband. I was in a quandary about the dead man. He would never return home, living at least, but I was entitled to the fee for his passage – and I needed it.


As I reached out to search the corpse, however, the moustachioed Frenchie spoke. ‘He should not have to pay.’ My protest died in my throat as he continued, ‘He has a wife and children. The money should go to them.’


‘And who will see to that?’ I challenged.


‘I will.’ This was the man who had set up a great outcry. ‘We are from the same village.’


I pretended to look satisfied. ‘Very well.’


There was muttering and glowering aplenty from several of the Frenchies – in their eyes, I was now a corpse-robber – but I paid no heed. A well-feathered nest is the most comfortable. The woes of a French widow and her children were not my concern.


We came running into the shore on a gentle swell. The incline was slight, and the water shallow for quite a distance to the beach proper. ‘Out you get, messieurs,’ George ordered, indicating that the Frenchies should disembark. ‘Bon voyage and all that.’


They needed no second telling. When four had jumped into the sea, the rest passed their comrade’s corpse over. I flinched as his arm brushed against mine. The moustachioed Frenchie shook my hand; he was the last to climb out. He did not look back. The others, talking excitedly among themselves, did not either.


‘Turn, boys,’ said George.


With the ease of long practice, the men on the portside dug their oars deep, dragging the prow around. A few strokes, and we were pointing back across the Channel.


Which is when I saw the lean shape of a French cutter, perhaps half a mile away. It was aimed straight at us.


George saw it in the same instant, and swore long and loud. ‘’Tis a trying voyage, and no mistake. She must have come out of the port right as we came into shore.’


‘What will they do?’ I asked nervously. This was a civilian craft, one of scores that travelled the smuggling route across the Channel year round. As far as I knew, the French made no great efforts to stop the illegal trade in brandy, gold and escaped prisoners of war. Nonetheless, an encounter with a naval vessel was not a prospect that I welcomed.


‘If we do not run, master, they will search us, and take every last coin on the boat. All our effort will have been for naught.’


‘Can you outrun it?’ I asked, aware of the easterly breeze that was billowing the cutter’s sails, and the fact that it was a good way towards blocking our path to the open sea.


‘Us will give it our best effort. Won’t we, lads?’


The oarsmen looked none too happy, or confident, but they re­doubled their efforts, and the boat surged ahead. George bared his teeth, and incredibly, laughed. ’Twill be a close run thing!’


‘And if they get within cannon range?’


‘We surrender, master. Better to be alive and penniless than blown into smithereens.’


This comment aroused a number of loud ‘ayes’ from the oarsmen. I was unsurprised. With my gold-heavy money belt, I was the one who stood to be ruined, not they.


I weighed up the odds. If we escaped the cutter, I had only to evade the authorities upon our return to Kent. If we were caught, on the other hand, there was a small likelihood of being sunk, and much more chance of again being reduced to penury. I had another option if we were about to be searched: to try to swim ashore, although my likely fate then was being taken to the bottom by my gold. Let the belt sink to avoid drowning, and I would be seized by the cutter’s crew – suspicious that I had fled – and treated as an English spy.


I looked over the side, at the white sand. The water was chest deep, no more. I glanced at the cutter once more, and at the oarsmen’s faces, and then at George. I did not like his expression.


It was time to choose. I put figures to the odds, just as I might have with the horses in a race. Six to one against that we got past the cutter. If we reached England unscathed, five to one that I evaded capture. If the cutter blocked our path, eight to one that a shot from a bow chaser hit us.


The chance of being left penniless after the Frenchies had done their search was ten to one, excepting the guinea I had wedged into the toe of each shoe. Those had a good chance of remaining unfound. If I tried to swim for shore and was caught, the odds were similar that I would be interrogated and incarcerated in gaol. I was left with a final option: to jump into the sea now, still shallow enough to put my feet down, and make for the beach, there to decide my own fate.


I tensed. These odds were best. Four to one in favour, maybe more if I could get around Calais without being seen.


‘Thank you, George,’ I said, and stood up.


‘Master, what be you—’


I did not hear the rest of his question, because I had leaped over the side.


The water was shockingly cold. I came up spluttering, my eyes stinging with salt, grateful that my toes reached the bottom. I looked for the guinea boat: it was already thirty yards away and showed no sign of slowing or turning about. I raised a hand, and George saluted back. He wishes me no ill will, I thought, and set my mind to the next task.


I would wade ashore and try to get my bearings, then walk several miles inland. Getting away from the coast made the most sense, in case a boat was sent after me from the cutter. My mood brightened. I had a good head start. By nightfall, I would be ensconced by the fire at a local inn, partaking of its finest red wine. Tomorrow I could think about my best plan of action: to go to Normandy in search of my long-lost cousins, or to Paris, to find Monsieur Dupont. It would be best to make the decision from a safe distance, I judged, than to linger here and risk being captured.


I came ashore, chilled and looking forward to the shelter of the dunes. I cast a glance seaward. The guinea boat had lost its race with the cutter, and heaved to before the Frenchies had fired a warning shot. I was pleased; I had gauged the odds well. There was no sign, yet, of a craft being launched to come ashore, but I hastened up the dunes anyway, skirting my way between the gorse bushes and prickly saltwort.


Within a few steps, there was sand in my shoes. A few more, and it had come through my woollen socks. I sighed. Even as a child, I had never been fond of the feeling. Too late I decided that I ought to have shed my footwear first. Cresting the rise, I hurried down into the dune’s lee. More dunes rolled away to left and right, and before me, a never-ending succession of dips and hollows were covered in clumpy grass and gorse. There were even a few elder bushes. It was a maze, but if I kept my back to the sea, sooner or later I would come to cultivated land, and a track that led, if not to a village, then a farmhouse where I might ask directions.


I pressed onward, keeping the thoughts of dry clothes and a good meal uppermost in my mind. Too late, I heard voices behind me, and the distinctive rush of men running. Too slowly, I began to turn. Even if my pistol had been dry, I could not have reached it in time.


Something struck the back of my head with immense force. Pain exploded in my brain. My sight darkened, and I was falling, all control of my limbs gone.


As if from the other end of a long tunnel, I heard, ‘He would have robbed poor dead Jean. He deserves none of the gold!’


As I slid away into the welcoming darkness, there was time to feel a brief irony. The only odds I had not considered were those of being robbed by the very Frenchies I had helped to escape.


The first thing I became aware of was pain – excruciating pain. My head felt as if a band of insane horsemen were riding around it at the gallop. I was cold too, chilled to the bone. Then came the sensation of my shallow, gulping breaths, and the realisation that I was lying on my side. There was a gritty feeling in my mouth. It was sand, I realised with disgust. I did my best to spit it out, which only encouraged the horsemen to greater efforts. Panting with agony, I opened my eyes and saw nothing but blackness. For an instant, I thought I was dead, that the monstrous headache was part of Satan’s punishment. Then, as reason returned, I understood that night had fallen.


I managed to get an arm under me. Gingerly, I sat up. The whole world swam; my vision blurred. Almost at once, bile rushed up my throat, and I was sick. That doubled the agony in my head. I sat there, muscles trembling, able to do nothing more than exist.


I had not the strength to move further, but my mind was working, after a fashion. I remembered the voice I had heard, and despair’s sharp claws raked me without compassion. Even if I had had the strength to reach down for the money belt, there was no need. The gold was gone, and my pistol too. My shoes were still on my feet, which meant I had two gold coins to my name. It did not seem much in comparison to my woes.


I cried then, sour, self-pitying tears that were witnessed by no one, answered by nobody. Strings of snot ran from my nose, and mixed with the sand on my cheeks. When the sobbing eased at last, I wiped my face with the arm of my coat. I was pathetic, I told myself, a green fool who should have seen what was coming. I knew nothing about smuggling Frenchies over the Channel. Everything I knew about France was second-hand, told to me by my father.


A childish, petulant part of me wanted to lie back down and give up. Appealing as that was – it was still a real effort just to stay upright, and my head was splitting – I knew it would serve me not at all. The night was cold, too cold to remain outdoors until morning came.


I felt around my waist with my left hand, hoping by some miracle to find my money belt. It was not there, and despair threatened to take me again. I beat it back, feebly, and to my surprise, the feeling abated somewhat. I was alive, I thought. The Frenchies could easily have murdered me, yet they had not. I remembered the moustachioed man, whose pistol shot had saved me from being gutted, and wondered if it had been he who stayed his comrades’ hands. I would never know.


Unsteady, my world spinning, I got to my feet. I tried to brush away the sand that had mixed with blood and hair at the back of my head, but the stabbing pains that caused put a swift stop to my efforts. The gentle, calming noise of the sea was to my left, so I turned to my right, and began – very slowly – to walk inland. I had no idea where I was going, but the movement would take me away from the beach, and, God willing, warm me up.


Thoughts of the Almighty set me to praying. I had been raised Catholic, following my father’s wishes, but I was a poor churchgoer. Gambling and carousing were frowned upon by the Church; it was easier not to attend mass and confession than to have to pretend I would give up my vices. My current predicament was different, however. I needed God’s help, desperately, and He, all-forgiving, might be disposed to give it.


Cold, wet, sand-covered, in severe pain, I was in that moment genuinely repentant. I would have sworn on the Holy Bible never to partake of wine as long as I lived, and never again to darken the threshold of a gambling salon, less still to wager money on anything. No bible to hand, I made do with a fervent, silent promise offered up to the heavens, if only God would help. I meant it too, even if deep down, I also knew that despite my willing spirit, my flesh was weak. I buried the knowledge beneath the mind-numbing comfort of an entire rosary.


The fifty Hail Marys and ten Our Fathers – the words coming readily after years of non-utterance – helped to distract me not just from my pain, but from the effort of trudging through the strength-sapping dunes. Hypnotised by the repetitive prayers, I stumbled over a last crest and halfway down the other side before I realised that I had come through the sand.


Flat, open countryside rolled away from me. In the cloud-bound darkness, I could not see if it was farmland. In truth, I had no idea which way to go, and saw little point in blindly taking off. My hope, faint already, began to wither and die. I cast my gaze about, desperate for something, anything, that might help me. Noticing a structure a little way off to my left, I actually shed a few tears.


The building proved to be a rundown fisherman’s hut, with not much other than a pile of old nets on the floor. They would serve, I decided. Lying down, my nostrils filled with a strong fishy aroma, I gave in to blessed sleep.


I was woken in the rudest of fashions by the hut’s owner, who dragged the nets off me. I cried out in alarm, and he, not having noticed me – my entire body being concealed apart from my head – almost jumped out of his skin.


When we had established that I was no ghost, he was altogether more welcoming. Was I a soldier, he asked. He had come across some of the Frenchies from the guinea boat, I reasoned, and told him that I was. He gave loud thanks to God for returning me to France, unharmed. I managed to convert his gratitude into hard currency: some of the bread, cheese, and rough wine he had brought for his lunch.


My headache’s severity had reduced overnight, so the sustenance went a long way towards restoring me. The fisherman was all for acting as a guide to the farm where he said the Frenchies had gone the previous afternoon, a short walk to the west. I managed to dissuade him by filling his ears with profuse thanks and saying that his directions were more than adequate.


The Frenchies were probably gone, but I was in no state for any kind of confrontation. I made my way south instead, and prayed that my good luck held. It did. There was no sign of the prisoners, and at a large stone-built house, I managed to sneak into the scullery unseen and purloin a long-tailed shirt and a pair of breeches.


This success did not remove the stark choices facing me. I could not exist for long with two gold coins to my name. I did not have identity papers either, so I would be detained by the first officials who stopped me. Nor could I remember the exact Normandy village my relatives lived in. It was Saint Martin-something, or perhaps Sainte Marguerite – I was unsure, and that was not enough information to embark on a three-hundred mile journey. The name of every other village in France began with ‘Saint’ or ‘Sainte’. I could spend the rest of my life looking for the right one.


It was considerably less distance to Paris, and racking my brains, I again came up with Monsieur Dupont, an old friend of my father. He lived on the Rue Saint-Honoré, I remembered. As a boy, I had shivered with fear and delight at my father’s tales of the noblemen and women taken to the guillotine at the Place de la Concorde, near Dupont’s residence. The Revolution was long over, but that did not mean it was wise to journey to Paris. A state of war existed between France and Britain, as it had for most of the previous two decades.


Napoleon had been ruler in Paris for thirteen years now, and ­emperor since 1804. Since his coronation, he had become de facto ruler of Europe, defeating first Austria, then Prussia and Russia. Only ­Britain remained undefeated, its navy dominating the seas, and in the last two years, also the brutal war in Portugal and Spain. Napoleon was far from defeated, though; his Grande Armée remained the premier fighting force in Europe. For all these reasons, most Englishmen would not have ventured within a hundred miles of Paris, but I, half-French and desperate, cared nothing for war, even if it was between France and Britain.


I needed help, and badly. If anyone would give it, I decided, it was Dupont. The exact number of his house on the Rue Saint-Honoré eluded me, but it was two hundred and something. That, I decided, was a small obstacle to overcome if I could get to the capital.


The odds were against me – perhaps ten to one – but the devil-may-care attitude that flavoured my life had once more come to the fore. I was gambling with my freedom, perhaps even my life, but the potential reward – that Monsieur Dupont would help me – was worth the risk.





CHAPTER III



Paris, France


The cart stopped. Although I had been expecting it to halt, I tensed. Beneath the load of hay, my nose pressed up against the timber side so I could breathe, I was most uncomfortable. Beggars could not be choosers, though, and nor could men without papers.


‘Out.’ A hand slapped the wood by my head. ‘Quickly, before someone comes.’


I sat up, brushing off hay, and found myself regarding the wizened old farmer who, for the extortionate sum of ten francs, had transported me into Paris, thereby avoiding the sentries at the entrance to the city. ‘Where are we?’


‘Paris, like you wanted.’ He took out his stubby clay pipe and spat his opinion of the city, before replacing it in his mouth. ‘Come on, move.’


I clambered out of the cart onto the muddy street surface. A diligence went by, its postillion walking alongside, conversing with the passengers. ‘No, it is not far to the centre, monsieur,’ he said to someone inside the carriage.


The farmer gave me an ‘I told you so’ glance, and hauled himself up behind his pair of oxen. Clicking his tongue, he urged them onward.


‘The Rue Saint-Honoré?’ I called after him.


He did not turn. A grimy forefinger pointed straight ahead.


I swallowed a curse, and moved into an alleyway to gain some privacy. There I spent a few minutes picking hay from my coat. Thus far I had avoided all contact with the gendarmerie. To be stopped because of my appearance now, so close to my destination, would be not only disastrous, but foolish. Finally satisfied that I did not look as if I had slept the night in a barn, I set off down the street.


I drank in the scene with sidelong glances. The houses were stone built, with fine front doors decorated with carved knockers. Many had businesses on the ground floor. There were shoe shops, print sellers, chandlers, furniture makers and upholsterers, just as one might find in an English town. The buildings were between three and five storeys tall, with chimneys adding to the impression of great height. I spied a maid leaning out of a dormer window and beating a bedside carpet off the grey slate roof.


I soon realised that the best way to avoid the constant stream of wagons, carts and diligences was to stay to the right of the street with everyone else. The surface was unpaved and muddy, but a central gutter allowed drainage. There was no familiar stench of human waste, a welcome change from London, and the pedestrians, of which there were many, seemed polite and courteous. Men lifted their hats in greeting, and bid each other good day. The path before a pair of black-clad, wimple-wearing nuns cleared as if by a miracle. Even the carters and wagon drivers seemed respectful of one another. Cautious despite the amicable atmosphere, I kept my responses to nods and muttered ‘Bonjours’, and tried to catch no one’s eye.


I was footsore and bone weary. Apart from a sunny day that I had used to dry out my clothing, I had been walking for a week and a half. My fine shoes had not been made for the almost two-hundred mile journey from Picardy; they were falling apart. Haybarns – sneaked into after dark – had served as my beds. When I could not find those, the middle of a wood had had to suffice. I was not starving, however, because I had exchanged my gold coins for francs. It had been in a village, early on the second day, and I had not wanted to argue, lest the shopkeeper have even more reason to remember the stranger with English guineas. He had been merciless, and his exchange rate outrageous. At least I had had the funds to buy food since, I decided. I could not have walked all the way to Paris on thin air.


I made my way to the Saint-Denis quarter, passing the magnificent basilica, and after asking directions of a stallholder, I continued southward towards the River Seine. Reaching it, I turned right and made my way along the bank. According to a little ragamuffin girl I asked, the magnificent limestone building to my right was the Musée Napoleon. I did not ask, but its splendour and scale – the main part of the structure formed three sides of a great square – told me that it had been a royal palace before the Revolution.


Apparently, the Rue Saint-Honoré was set back from the river, but unsure where to turn, I walked past the fountains and tree-lined avenues of the impressive Jardin des Tuileries, eventually arriving at an enormous square, where I paused. The guillotine was long gone, but I knew the square’s name. This was the Place de la Concorde, renamed from Place de la Révolution; it was where King Louis XVI and his wife Queen Marie Antoinette, along with so many others, had been executed in front of the baying Parisian mob. I thought of the tricoteuses, the women who had sat knitting as the blood sprayed and the heads dropped into the wicker basket, and I shuddered.


I could not but think of my father, and what he would make of my being here. An ardent monarchist, his plan had been to enlist in the Royalist forces upon his arrival in England, but a French musket ball, which had struck him during his flight to the coast, had put paid to that. Permanently lamed in one leg, and bitter with it, he had done his best to inculcate in me a loathing of first the French Republic, and later, Napoleon.


He had not succeeded. It was partly my resistance to his dominance and overbearing nature; growing up in rural Kent also had a lot to do with it. As a boy, I had had no real grasp of who the French Republicans were, or why I should hate them. Unlike my older brother, I did not like the village boys’ war games, nor their insistence that I should always play the part of a despicable Frenchie. The games were what had caused the bitter argument between me and my brother years prior.


We were the same, I had told him. Why should he always be on the British side, and I on the French? He had laughed and called me stupid, as he often did. Then he had shoved past, another habit of his, and a red mist of rage had descended. When my senses returned, it was to find him lying unconscious. After my brother came to, I had tearfully begged his forgiveness. To his credit, he had given it, and even lied so that our parents remained unaware. I had made a vow the very same day. Never again would I lose control. Never again would I let anger dictate my actions.


It was perhaps unsurprising that my lack of interest in war had continued as I grew older. There was no appeal to joining the militia like my friend William Noble, still less to serving in the army. Despite my love of horses, the cavalry did not appeal either. Nor entering the family business. I wondered if my lack of ambition was part of the reason wine and gambling had taken such a hold on me.


I sensed the attention of one of the gendarmes lounging by an entrance to the Jardin des Tuileries, and fear clutched at my guts. Trying not to pace too fast and thereby attract even more attention, I walked north. According to the ragamuffin girl, who had followed me, the first street was the new Rue de Rivoli. The next, she declared without being asked, was the Rue Saint-Honoré. Setting aside my annoyance that she had accompanied me unasked, I nodded my thanks and continued.


She scampered to keep up. ‘You’re not from Paris,’ she pronounced.


‘No.’ I increased my speed, wishing she would leave me alone.


Instead she began to run alongside, her bare feet slapping off the ground. ‘Where are you from?’


‘Normandy.’


‘Why are you in Paris?’


I glared at her. ‘Are you always this nosy?’


‘Five sous, and I will go away.’


I laughed. Several days since, at an inn north of the city, the same amount had bought me a large bowl of coffee with as much milk and sugar as I wanted, as well as vast quantities of toasted bread.


She stuck out her bottom lip. ‘Three then.’


I tossed her a one sou coin.


She caught it with practised ease, and stood watching as I turned right onto the Rue Saint-Honoré, which was wide and lined with shops. To my good fortune, not a hundred yards further on, I came upon a tailor’s premises. This was Dupont’s profession. The number on the door was two hundred and thirty six. It was his shop, I decided with delight.


I turned to check that the ragamuffin had not followed me. To my alarm, I saw instead a pair of gendarmes, one of whom was the individual who had stared as I daydreamed on the Place de la Concorde. Panic flooded my veins. Walk on, I decided, and they would continue tailing me. I had nowhere to go, moreover, nowhere in the entire city apart from here – and as yet, it was unclear if I had even found the right premises. I quickly weighed up the odds. It was five to one odds or shorter that I would be caught if I ran, and close to evens that Dupont worked here. Terrifyingly, however, I had no idea of the chances of him hiding me within seconds of our meeting.


I hesitated, and then, hearing the clack of the gendarmes’ shoes, threw caution to the wind. I turned the handle and pushed open the door, setting a bell to ringing. I slipped in, closing it quietly. The room I entered was almost entirely filled with rolls of cloth, leaning against each other, filling shelves, stacked on top of each other. The desk at the far end almost seemed out of place. Behind it, in the light of an oil lamp sat a paunchy man of similar age to my father; that is to say, in his late forties. Balding and possessed of a wobbling double chin, he gave me a polite smile.


‘How can I help, monsieur?’


My heart was pounding. If the gendarmes came in and demanded my papers, it mattered not that I was innocent. I would be dragged off to gaol. ‘Monsieur Dupont?’ I croaked.


A surprised nod. ‘Do I know you, monsieur?’


It was the right shop, I thought with relief. ‘You know my father, Armand Carrey.’


His eyebrows rose further. ‘Mon Dieu, I see the resemblance. Are you Mathieu?’


‘Even so.’ As he got up, smiling, I came forward to meet him. ‘Two gendarmes are following me, I think. I have no papers . . .’


He understood in a flash. ‘Into the back.’


He led the way, gliding into the empty room beyond, which appeared to be the workshop. Jackets and matching breeches hung on the walls. A large counter was covered with pieces of fabric, shears, measuring sticks. Dupont bent and pulled aside the floor carpet, revealing to my surprise, a trapdoor. Lifting it, he gestured. ‘Go on, quickly.’


I hurried down the stone steps. I had an impression of a low-ceilinged cellar, filled with oddments of furniture, and then the trapdoor was closing over my head. Powerless, I sat nervously on the lowest step and listened with all my might.


Perhaps a minute later, the bell at the shop’s entrance tinkled. My stomach lurched.


A voice spoke in greeting. Dupont replied.


The voice said something else, but I could not hear what.


Again Dupont answered.


A question followed.


A chair scraped back. I heard the door into the workshop open, and I thought my heart would stop. For all I knew, Dupont had duped me into hiding merely so he could lead the gendarmes straight to my hiding place.


‘A young man, you say?’


‘Yes. Tall, black-haired, well built. His shoes are falling apart, and there is hay all over the back of his coat.’


‘I haven’t had a customer for hours, sadly, not even one like that,’ said Dupont with a chuckle.


I sagged down with relief, at the same time cursing my naïveté in not taking off my coat to do a proper job.


‘Business is not good?’ asked the gendarme.


‘I have enough commissions to keep me occupied, so I cannot complain. Many others are in a worse situation.’ Dupont moved until he was standing right over my head.


‘And this door?’


‘It leads into the alley behind the building.’


The thunk of a bolt being drawn back. A creak followed. The time the gendarme was outside was only sufficient for a cursory glance.


‘See anything?’ Dupont sounded solicitous.


‘A cat,’ said the gendarme with a snort.


‘We are sorry to bother you, monsieur,’ said the other.


Dupont shifted off the trapdoor. Other feet tramped over it, and the three men disappeared into the front room. The bell tinkled. Then came the sound of the door closing.


I breathed again.


Dupont waited for some time before he came back to release me from the cellar.


‘I don’t know how to thank you,’ I said, clambering up the stairs.


‘It is the least I could do for Armand’s son.’ He waved a hand in dismissal, and then turned his blue eyes on me. ‘You look, how can I say . . . harried? My guess is that you do not find yourself in Paris by chance.’


‘No,’ I said ruefully.


He cleared a corner of the work counter, and from a cupboard, produced a jug of red wine and a pair of clay beakers. He filled them both and handed me one. ‘It is a pleasure to make your acquaintance, Mathieu.’ He toasted me.


‘And yours, Monsieur Dupont.’ I returned the gesture, and took a swallow. The wine went down easily, its flavour soft and velvet. ‘This is good.’


‘It comes from a friend’s vineyard in Bordeaux.’


I saluted Dupont, and drained the cup.


He refilled it, and when I had drained that, poured more. ‘Am I the only person you know, or know of, in Paris?’


I nodded.


‘You did well to remember my address.’


I laughed, and the tension in my shoulders eased.


‘How did you come to be here?’


Ashamed, I considered lying, but his plain, direct manner and the way he had saved me, a complete stranger, demanded honesty. I told Dupont everything, from my gambling addiction to the funds I had stolen from my father’s business. How he had paid the monies I owed, and how I had promptly fallen from grace a second time, and then, despairing that these new debts could ever be repaid, had let myself be taken in by the charismatic Frenchman. How what had seemed like a simple voyage over the Channel had turned disastrous, thanks first to the East Kent militia, and then the moustachioed Frenchman. I paused, remembering with fresh horror the spray of blood as the militiaman’s head was punched back by the force of the pistol ball.


‘You did not shoot him?’


I was able to hold Dupont’s steady gaze. ‘No, monsieur. I could not pull the trigger. If the Frenchman had not killed him, I would not be here – I swear it on my mother’s life.’


‘I believe you.’


There was a lump in my throat. At least one person knew I was not a murderer. With Dupont’s encouragement, I continued the rest of my tale of woe. How I had been robbed by the French escapees, and not knowing what else to do, had somehow made my way to Paris.


‘Two hundred miles with no papers, only to end up almost being detained by those gendarmes,’ I finished. ‘I must thank you again, monsieur, for hiding me.’


‘What would Armand say if he found out I had not helped you?’


‘My father does not care what happens to me.’


A sad shake of the head. ‘Not true. A parent never stops loving their child, no matter what they have done. Your father loves you still, Mathieu, and he would not want you languishing in a Paris gaol.’


As thoughts of both my parents filled my mind, and sadness gnawed at me, I tried to hold on to that thought.


‘What is your plan? To return to England and clear your name?’


‘No!’ I said, horrified. ‘My oldest friend thinks I am a murderer. If I went back, it would be his word against mine, and he is an officer in the militia, while I am . . . a bankrupt, and a trafficker of French prisoners of war.’


‘And the man who shot the soldier?’


A bitter little laugh escaped me. ‘Even if I knew his name or where he is from, I doubt he would return to England to swear that it was not I who slew the militiaman, but he.’


‘That is indeed a faint hope. So what will you do?’


I gave him a helpless look. ‘I do not know.’


‘Without identity papers, you cannot safely leave this shop. That is where we will start.’


‘Thank you.’ My voice was husky.


‘You shall stay with me for the moment.’


‘I am very grateful.’ I had tears in my eyes. As I realised later, my emotions were running high not just because of Dupont’s kindness, but because his words had had the ring of prophecy.


France, it seemed, was to be my new home.


For how long, I had no idea.





CHAPTER IV



Several days passed, during which I did not leave Monsieur ­Dupont’s shop. When closing the window shutters at the day’s end, the sharp-eyed tailor had noted a gendarme lurking down the street. It seemed likely that his remit was to see if I emerged from any of the premises on this part of the Rue Saint-Honoré. There might also be eyes watching the alleyway at the rear of the shop, said Dupont, and so the safest thing was for me to remain where I was.


I was well content to obey. Not only were the odds stacked against me, but I had a roof over my head for the first time in days. It was true that I had a straw-filled tick and blankets rather than a bed, but these were more than sufficient. I was warm, safe and well-fed. It was mildly discommoding to always have to use a chamber pot, but this was of small concern compared to the alternative of being arrested and slung into gaol.


Each day, I sat and watched Dupont and his apprentice at work. I had immediate concerns about the latter, a shy lad of eighteen by the name of Joseph. All he had to do was mention my presence to the wrong person, and the gendarmes would return. My worries were soon laid to rest. He was, Dupont told me, one of only two people in his household with a job, and therefore deeply beholden to him. I made sure of Joseph’s silence by slipping him ten of my remaining francs.


My evenings were spent alone, immersed in the two novels brought to me by Dupont. It was good exercise, not having read in French since childhood, and the authors de Chateaubriand and Nodier were new to me. I enjoyed both stories, but Nodier’s more than the other. His novel Les Tristes, a love story haunted by death, struck a real note with me. I had never been in love, not even close, but I longed for the experience. Despite my confident exterior, I was a secret romantic, and the idea of a passion so powerful that it transcended even death seemed noble indeed.


The fourth day saw the arrival of my freedom, that is to say, my papers. Dupont produced them with a flourish when Joseph went out on an errand. I unfolded the square of paper with eager fingers, noting the government stamps and the signature in ink at the bottom, and then, to my amusement, the person named on the document.


I lifted my gaze. ‘I am to be Mathieu Dupont?’


‘Forgive me.’ Dupont cleared his throat. ‘Your father’s name carries with it, how can I say, some baggage?’


‘Because he is a royalist?’


‘Even so. My cousins in Picardy, on the other hand, also Duponts, are loyal to France.’


I was a little stung. ‘My father would argue that he is too.’


‘And I would not argue with him, in private at least. We are in Paris, however, and l’Empereur, c’est Napoleon. If you are to move about freely, and to arouse no suspicion, it is better that you fit in. I can think of few better ways than to make you a son of a cousin on my father’s side, come to learn my trade. You are a little old to be an apprentice, it is true, but you might have been as a clerk for several years, and not found it your liking.’
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