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CHAPTER ONE





  John Pearce scooped up his uniform coat and naval hat, aware of the need to move swiftly. At the same time he registered someone had made a basic and very foolish error: whoever had command of the detachment sent to arrest them should have been more restrained. Clattering on the door, which sounded as if it was being done with the hilt of a sword, while shouting that it should be opened in the name of the Revolution, was pure folly.




  An old stone-built house, in a border fortress town like Gravelines, it had been constructed with a sturdy, inches-thick oak door, naturally fitted with substantial locks, so all the idiot did was alert his quarry. Not that such knowledge provided reassurance to Pearce or his fugitive companion, the fellow he knew as Samuel Oliphant.




  ‘National Guard or soldiers?’ he asked, as he slipped into his silver-buckled shoes.




  ‘It makes no difference,’ Oliphant snapped. ‘Unless our host has a way out, we’re trapped.’




  The person alluded to came in to the kitchen at a bustle, one not so very different to his previous mode of behaviour, to then indicate that his guests should follow him. He was a fussy sort of fellow of indeterminate years, not young, stooped in posture and wearing a set of spectacles, which seemed at risk of falling off his nose – the very opposite image anyone would apply to a dangerous conspirator.




  Both men were quick to tail his disappearing frame, but not without grabbing slices of the fresh-baked bread, which had been part of their breakfast. On the run, and they were surely that now, who knew when they would eat again? They found the man’s young and appealing daughter, Eugenie, was already in the stable yard, wearing a hooded cloak to cover her blonde hair. She was carrying a large, bulging canvas bag and looking, Pearce thought, unnaturally calm.




  More angry shouting and thumping had him glance at the substantial double gates that enclosed the yard, relieved to see the long sharp metal stakes that arced outwards along the top of the wall. These doors too were made of thick oak and, added to the heavy wooden bar set across the join, meant forcing them open, or overcoming them, would be difficult.




  They were led into the sole empty horse stall, in which the straw on the floor, as well as the raised banks around the edges, lay undisturbed. The servant who’d taken their mounts the day before, they now curious onlookers in the other stalls, was holding the panniers that had been given to them outside Paris. They had been repacked with the military uniforms in which they had travelled, added to personal items plus pistols. He also held their swords, which were handed over.




  At a command from his master, a section of one of the straw banks, pulled out, revealed a trapdoor, quickly if not easily lifted by a metal ring, the morning light exposing a set of steps leading down to a tunnel. Lowering himself, the servant struck at a set of flints to light a lantern, this handed up to his master, who then beckoned the men and his daughter to join him in the descent. Once everyone was down, the trapdoor flap was quietly lowered, with the daughter pulling on a line as soon as it had been secured with heavy metal bolts.




  An enquiring look from Pearce elicited the information that the rope would haul back into place the bundle of straw and hide their escape route. Though it would not remain undiscovered, the concealment would buy precious time, as would the need for axes to smash the trapdoor itself.




  Pearce spoke softly, in French, addressing the girl. ‘You are abandoning your house and everything you possess?’




  ‘What do you suggest they do?’ was the querulous enquiry, in English, from his companion, ‘Hand us over?’




  Their still unnamed host might not speak the language but, having understood Pearce’s sentiment, he obviously got the sense of what Oliphant was saying in response, his rejoinder in his own tongue brusque.




  ‘We must move quickly, there is no time to explain matters.’




  That said, he was off, servant and lantern to the fore, his daughter at his heels, Pearce and Oliphant following, like them, at a crouch. The tunnel, which had several tight turns to both left and right, was low and narrow. The old man stopped for a moment, raising a hand to check on something. Coming closer, Pearce picked out a rope basket full of rocks, set into the tunnel roof. The pause was brief and progress resumed, only for their elderly guide, two dozen paces on, to stop once more and let loose a rope from a cleat set in the wall.




  The sound was unmistakable: rocks tumbling down, Pearce assumed to shut off the passageway, his supposition soon confirmed as a cloud of dust began to fill the air. A man of few expressions outside concern, in the small circle of light from the oil lamp their host now looked positively smug, which had Pearce reckon the stratagem had been his idea. Those in pursuit would find the tunnel blocked in such a way as to make the clearing of it, if it could be done at all, a job of several hours.




  In minutes they were at a junction by the base of a second set of steps, the narrow passageway going on into darkness, the servant reaching up to unbolt a second heavy trapdoor. Fully opened it fell back with a crash, the tunnel filling with light and again Pearce examined Eugenie’s expression. She still appeared calm, as though what they were about was an everyday occurrence. Was that indeed the case – for she and her father lived in a febrile world, made doubly dangerous by their obvious opposition to the ruling revolutionary regime?




  Climbing brought all five into an open space, once a substantial dwelling of several storeys. Now it was charred walls, collapsed floor and roof timbers, above it an open grey sky, giving it an appearance of having been burnt down some time past. They were admonished to wait while father and servant disappeared, leaving his daughter to usher them into the half-remains of a room. There, for the first time, both men could seek to make some sense of what had just happened. The conclusion was obvious, if unwelcome.




  Their escape from Paris had obviously been engineered for this very purpose, using them to expose a chain of opposition to the rule of the Jacobins. Looking back, everything that had happened previously now appeared part of that ruse. The effortless departure from the Temple, the famous and ancient Paris building, which had served as their prison, followed by the smooth way each part of the journey down the River Seine had been facilitated.




  Then came the provision of those horses, now abandoned, the military uniforms into which they could change and finally, a laissez passer signed and bearing the seal of Lazare Carnot. A powerful member of the ruling clique in the Convention, he was the de facto Minister of War. No one would dare to question that permission to travel north, towards a zone of recent conflict for a pair of cavalry officers. Thus their passage to the port of Gravelines had been unhindered.




  Pearce felt like a chump and said so. ‘Humbugged.’




  ‘By clever people, Pearce,’ was Oliphant’s reply. ‘If you cannot love them, at least admire them.’




  Using lumps of debris and a baulk of timber, Oliphant began to construct a seat on which they could rest. Then he looked pointedly at the girl. ‘But it seems we are in the care of folk of equal if not superior wit. That escape route and the blocking of it was near to genius.’




  ‘What a price they are paying.’




  Reverting to French and addressing Eugenie directly, Pearce made the same point he had made on entry to the tunnel, apologising too, which got from her a knowing smile. Shy and, up till the present, not one for many words, now was an exception.




  ‘The house was not ours, monsieur. It was the property of an early victim of the Terror, a fine upstanding man, a physician of repute. But he was outspoken in the name of justice for the King, too much so for his own well-being.’




  She looked around the shell of the building, her expression sad.




  ‘As was the owner of this grand manor, the local tax farmer for King Louis.’ At the mention of that name she quickly crossed herself ‘The mob burnt it the very day he was guillotined, but not from revolutionary passion, more to loot his possessions.’




  ‘So you and your father took over both?’ Pearce enquired, cutting across Oliphant, who looked set to say something which, by his irritable expression, would be objectionable. His effort was wasted.




  ‘Is he really your father?’ he demanded, in what, to John Pearce, was an inappropriate tone. About to check him for a lack of gratitude, he was stopped by the old man’s return, with no sign of the servant.




  ‘The plan we had to get you away will no longer serve. We were to sneak you onto a boat this morning, just prior to it floating out on the tide, which will begin to recede around noon. The port will now be on alert and, being daylight, it is too dangerous to go there. It would put at risk, if you were caught, everything we seek to accomplish.’




  He looked pointedly at Pearce’s naval clothing, the garments in which he’d come to France, the blue coat and distinctive hat, white waistcoat, breeches and stockings as well as the very obvious and gleaming silver buckles on his shoes. To progress through a town garrisoned by Britannia’s enemies, they would not serve; There was brief thought to change back into the French cavalry uniforms, packed in those panniers, this soon discarded; the pursuit would be looking for that.




  ‘Now we must take you to a place where you can hide and where, perhaps, a boat can be found to pick you up. We have no idea what is known to the authorities and, until we are sure ...’




  The rest of the point was left hanging as the servant returned, carrying a good-quality boat cloak which Pearce could put over his uniform, as well as an ordinary tricorne hat. The two Frenchmen then moved away and fell into a quiet conversation from which the escapees were excluded.




  ‘How much easier to be a servant, Pearce,’ Oliphant said with a smirk, pulling at his own, poor-quality garments. ‘No need for a disguise.’




  ‘You may be clad like one, but I have seen no evidence you’re willing to act so.’




  ‘I am obliged to do so only in circumstances that merit it.’




  Oliphant fixed Pearce with a defiant look, intended to remind him of a pertinent fact: whatever differing roles they had played in this venture, they were equals and Pearce would have struggled to disagree. If he had been handed the primary role in the mission, it had too often depended for success on the wiles of his companion. And he was a man he had known – what was he saying, thought he had known – for no more than a couple of weeks.




  Pearce was not even sure of his name. He’d been Oliphant when they met in London, but Régis de Cambacérès, the man who had arranged their ‘escape’ from Paris, knew him as Bertrand and there was no certainty that was true either. When it came to intrigue, he was the expert and Lieutenant John Pearce of King George’s Navy was the novice. Their relationship had fluctuated mightily from the outset, swinging between common purpose through to open quarrel and, on one occasion, near descending into violence. Where it lay now was moot; they had only one common aim, to get away from Flanders and back home.




  ‘For which we are wholly in the hands of our hosts,’ Oliphant said with a grim expression when Pearce made the point.




  ‘You don’t sound pleased.’




  ‘It’s never a comfort to be entirely dependent on others. I should have thought you’d have learnt that by now. Added to which, when the old man said he must find a boat to get us away, how was it conveyed? I do not recall any assurance it would be either quick or easy.’




  Pearce looked at the girl, the only one close enough to hear the exchange, to see if she had picked up on Oliphant’s downbeat assessment, having shown no sign of understanding English prior to this. But the events of the morning, added to how it had come about, rendered him cautious in regard to everything. The glance and expression were noted by Oliphant.




  ‘I reckon us safe from being understood, but it is as well you show concern.’




  A decision had been made in the quiet conversation. The servant would take Oliphant to the required destination, a couple of ordinary folk passing through the streets, who should attract no attention. At a decent interval Pearce, in the company of Eugenie, would follow. He was to be armed with the cavalry pistols, now extracted from those horse panniers.




  ‘The rest of the contents we will leave here,’ the old man said, with a finality that brooked no argument. ‘They can be safely stored elsewhere.’




  ‘And you?’ Pearce asked.




  ‘I will go about my affairs, monsieur, as I do every day.’




  There was a temptation to ask what that might be. But with a man who’d never even gifted them his name, there was likely no point. Impatient, the old man bustled his servant out of a postern door, with Oliphant in tow. That closed, he set himself to loading the pistols, talking all the while, making the point to Pearce that he and Eugenie would not walk together, but would do so twenty paces apart. If the enemy was looking for anyone, it was not an attractive young girl.




  ‘Monsieur, you must act as my daughter does in all respects, for to do otherwise is to endanger her as well as yourself. Should it be necessary to use these’ – the pistols were held up – ‘then she will seek to save herself and will not stay to aid you. You will then be on your own and, if you’re captured, I ask only that you say nothing about us or how you came to this house.’




  A small leather purse containing some coins was pressed into Pearce’s hand, though no explanation followed, just a command. ‘Now you should go.’




  Eugenie stood, this as Pearce took the pistols to secrete them in the deep pockets of his coat; thus they were hidden under his cloak. She exited first, he at the required distance, to emerge into the grey morning light, though there was evidence of a low watery sun in the eastern sky. Pearce, who had been in Gravelines before, sought, without much success, to establish his whereabouts. A haven for English contrabandists in peacetime, it had remained so even in war: the gold and silver brought in by smuggling was of great value to a nation suffering a naval blockade. France was so short on specie the government had been obliged to print a form of paper money called assignats. It was one widely mistrusted by the citizenry.




  The town, set inland from the sea, was dominated by a starshaped fortress, designed and built for Louis XIV by the Marquis de Vauban, a type of defensive structure replicated all over Europe. It had a deep moat surround with the town an exterior sprawl, and he was relieved to discover they were outside that water barrier. With its very necessary bridges, it provided many natural choke points at which papers and purpose could be demanded by the ubiquitous National Guard.




  The position of the sun told him Eugenie was heading west, proven when they came within sight of a long, straight canal, the outflow of the River Aa, which ran from far inland to the North Sea. At this point the quayside was a wooden construct, bordered by the kind of enterprises that supplied the needs of a seaport and fishing fleet, with numerous boats tied alongside and many more downstream.




  Prior knowledge told Pearce these upstream vessels were local; the part of the canal used by English smugglers was, for the purposes of discretion and safety, closer to the sea. Eugenie turned sharply and descended a set of steps, which had Pearce hurry to follow; by the time he got to the edge he could see her taking a place in a small boat. This was manned by a solitary, weary-looking and raggedly dressed individual, to whom she was proffering a coin.




  That small, gifted purse from her father now made sense; money was needed to pay the boatman. Once he was seated in the thwarts, Pearce nervously offered a couple of sous, pre-revolutionary coins, which he feared might engender curiosity. They were taken with a nod, to be pocketed in a leather waistcoat, before the oars flicked to cross what was not a very great distance to the southern side of the canal.




  Eugenie was out and away first, heading at a brisk pace, he on her heels, past the houses bordering that side of the canal. She then darted into a narrow alley, which led to a twisting and turning route through many more. They made their way through backstreets lined with increasingly unkempt dwellings, their walls high enough to make it difficult to be sure of the heading.




  Finally, they thinned out to reveal open land, first sparse coastal woodland. This turned, after a short distance, into undulating sand dunes, mixed with low scrub bushes and strands of tough grass. Sea and the flat expanse of beach were occasionally visible on the rise, with the odd hut dotted around above the high-tide mark. These were not places to live but shacks to be occasionally visited when the owner wanted to fish, one of which proved to be their destination.




  As he came abreast of the door – if a tarpaulin sheet could be called that ‘ it was pulled back to reveal Oliphant. A flick of the man’s head drew him into the gloomy interior. The first thing to strike him, other than the lack of daylight, was the strong smell of fish and not fresh at that.




  ‘The servant?’




  ‘Gone,’ Oliphant hissed. ‘As I assume is the girl by now.’




  ‘Did the servant say anything more about a boat?’




  ‘He repeated that efforts are being made to find one, but when I asked him how long that might take all I got was a shrug.’




  ‘We just have to trust them,’ Pearce insisted. Even in the gloom he could pick up Oliphant’s misgivings. ‘They’ve stood by us till now, have they not? They could have easily used that tunnel and left us to our fate.’




  Eyes now adjusted to the gloom, he was examining his surroundings – not that it took long, for they did not amount to much. There was barely enough room for both men and only one cot, with a grubby blanket. In one corner sat a tiny, much-scarred table, which looked as if it had been used for gutting fish. Under it sat a small barrel, which probably would serve as the only place to sit. To the side of the entrance there was a charcoal brazier on which the owner could, if he wished, cook his catch.




  ‘Food?’ he asked, as that pointed to a need.




  ‘Will be brought, and water.’ Oliphant paused before adding. ‘And there are rods outside with which we can fish.’ There was a lengthy pause before he added, ‘We’re not in a safe place Pearce.’




  ‘Which hardly needs to be said.’




  ‘I don’t mean this hut.’




  ‘Even if I agree with you, I cannot think how we are to go about improving it.’




  ‘So you’re content to rely entirely on the old man?’




  ‘Content no, but certain we must.’




  ‘I disagree.’




  ‘Something you’re prone to,’ was the acerbic response.




  ‘I hope, as do you, they will find the means to meet our needs, but what if they struggle? I grant you they’ve been clever and, I’m as sure as I can be, their identity is unknown to whoever was clattering on that door. But who are they and how many do they constitute? Is it one old man and a girl, or a large and active conspiracy? What if we are in the hands of the only people in the whole of this part of the world who can aid us?’




  The silence that greeted the point encouraged Oliphant to continue. ‘I’ve told you I’m never happy to be dependent on others. I would go as far as to say I’m only alive now because I have had a care to avoid being so.’




  The response was larded with irony. ‘Do I sense a proposition?’




  ‘On the way to this hovel, the servant and I moved with little difficulty, down and across the canal, this at a time when the local forces were supposedly on the lookout.’




  ‘People whom we last heard hammering and demanding entry and they will still be occupied. It will require the door to be broken down and they’ll find nothing. In time they’ll surely discover the tunnel entrance, but that has been blocked so will lead them nowhere.’




  Oliphant acknowledged the point; preoccupied, those doing the chasing might still be looking for them in the wrong place. He then moved onto another point, namely that such a situation would not last.




  ‘I have no idea which route you took, but it revealed to me a large number of boats lining the canal. If what you told me on the way here is true, some must be crewed by our fellow countrymen and the intention was to get us away just after the turn of the high tide?’




  The plan, obviously, had been to put them aboard a smuggler: who else would be sailing out of Gravelines on course for England? An immediate set of questions then arose: which one had agreed to the plan, how could they locate them and was there time to find out?




  ‘It was said plain such a course was no longer safe.’ That engendered another possibility. Were they now seeking a replacement, and if not, could they find one without help? ‘If we can, we could perhaps offer them money.’




  Pearce pulled out the small purse and threw it to Oliphant. ‘Unless you have means of which I’m unaware, that’s all we possess.’




  ‘A tempting sum could be offered ...’




  ‘From where?’




  Oliphant barked at him in reply, given Pearce was being obtuse. ‘Henry Dundas, the man who sent us on this damned errand.’




  ‘You repose more faith in him than I do.’




  ‘Would you accept it is worth the attempt?’




  ‘Only if we have no other recourse. But we are not yet so desperate. Let’s wait and see what our friends can arrange.’











   
CHAPTER TWO





  Between these two men, with time to kill – and they had been gifted with ample before now – normal conversation tended to be stilted. Quite often there was none at all, mainly because Oliphant was secretive to a high degree. Anything regarding his background or prior actions, just like his true name, were never to be openly discussed. Pearce had no inclination to air his own concerns, past exploits or discuss his previous life. This left only that which had occurred between, as well as to them, since they first met. Naturally, much of that had been covered on their journey. There was not much more to say.




  Oliphant spoke eventually, ending a long silence ‘I still think we should plan to escape unaided, as a precaution.’




  ‘Why?’




  Pearce asked this wearily, given the same point, in various forms, had been briefly alluded to more than once. Sat on the barrel, the folded cloak easing the discomfort, he was no more content than his companion, but less inclined to say so on the grounds that speculation was useless. Oliphant was not to be put off.




  ‘I fear I must repeat that when getting a boat was mentioned, it was not put forward with even approaching certainty. The same with the servant who fetched me here. A blank look and a shrug is all I got when I enquired, and that does nothing to provide reassurance.’




  ‘He’s a servant. It requires to be arranged, but by his master, not him.’




  ‘A boat, the old man said, not a ship. What do they mean by a boat?’




  ‘He said boarding in the port would be too risky now. I would guess they mean a rowing boat to carry us from the beach to a waiting ship.’




  ‘And how long will that take, when we are at imminent risk of discovery?’




  ‘Whatever time is required,’ was the reply of a man clearly becoming exasperated.




  ‘Time we might not have. Those pursuing us will start searching the town when they find the house empty. Since we’re not there to be found, how long before the search extends to the country around?’




  ‘A bridge to be crossed when the need arises.’




  Oliphant looked him up and down. ‘Not dressed in that garb. It would help, either way, to get you some more suitable clothing.’




  The small purse was alluded to once more. ‘There’s barely enough in here to buy a loaf of bread.’




  Silence descended once more, each man lost within their own thoughts, but it was clear Oliphant was chafing at the inactivity. He clearly craved to be doing something, anything, other than sitting waiting for the efforts of possible unseen rescuers, not aided by his obvious anxiety they might never arrive. When he spoke again his voice was more cheerful.




  ‘It occurs we’re better found than you know, Pearce. Those silver buckles on your shoes will fetch a pretty penny. Even your breeches and coat can be sold.’




  ‘Sold?’




  ‘A change of clothing is something I’ve been obliged to find in the past, and in a hurry.’




  ‘I’m tempted to ask why.’




  ‘While I will say, if you cannot guess, you’re a fool. Clothing identifies you: it’s not a face that betrays a man to a stranger, but the colour and cut of his garments as described. Need I refer to what you’re wearing?’




  Pearce was left with no choice but to shake his head. He had no doubt that, undisturbed this morning, and in executing whatever plan had been put in place, he would have been obliged to discard or cover up his uniform. If they were to be taken off by a smuggler, and he could not see it being carried out any other way, the sight of a naval officer was not one to comfort men intent on cheating the Revenue.




  ‘I reckon it a good notion to purchase garments similar to mine, and I’d expect, selling what you possess, to have funds left over.’




  ‘You’re surely not proposing to go back into Gravelines?’




  The reply was full of irony. ‘Unless you can find a market outside.’




  ‘You do not apprehend that being dangerous?’




  ‘Of course it’s dangerous. But you stepping out as you’re now dressed, and without that cloak you’re sitting on, would be fatal.’




  ‘Our friends are aware of the problem.’




  ‘Once more you are content to rely on them. Believe me, it’s never wise. ’




  ‘While wandering around a town where we’re being looked for is?’




  ‘Sitting here doing nothing I cannot abide. So let me try to affect something, which will be necessary anyway, especially if we suddenly find soldiers approaching this hut and we have to flee.’




  ‘And what do I do?’




  ‘Wait, what else can you do?’




  Sat on the low cot, wrapped in the boat cloak, John Pearce felt absurdly vulnerable. Oliphant was right; if the local soldiery did not find them in a search of the town, anything bordering the sea presented an obvious place to look, and he had a morbid fear it might happen soon. The thought of being captured was not a pleasant one in any case, but to be taken in nothing but your small clothes seemed to add extra humiliation.




  His companion had departed with his buckles and outer clothing; all he had left were the buttons prised off his coat and a naval scraper no one in this part of the world would choose to be seen in. If Oliphant had seemed sure of what he was about, the owner had been much less confident and became less so as time wore on. Surely those in pursuit would have an eye on the kind of places where such things as clothes were pawned, bought and sold?




  Normally he possessed too active a mind for gloomy contemplation. Pearce was struck with that now, not only gnawing on his present concerns, but reprising how he had come to this wretched state. He cursed himself for allowing that slimy politician, Henry Dundas, to talk him into the mission, only to remind himself it had not been him alone. William Pitt had been equally instrumental in selling the proposition.




  It seemed to be flattery now, the notion he could help to bring about an end to a war going far from well, one which was costing Britannia a fortune. This was not only in its own military expenditures, but also ballooned by subsidies disbursed to its allies, without which they would not, could not, fight the common enemy.




  Being under a cloud at the Admiralty had also been a factor, of course. Pearce had been lucky previously to be in receipt of a command – more than one, in fact. Circumstances and the particular needs of fighting in the Mediterranean had been a major factor. Now he was home, in colder climes, and that applied not just to the weather, which induced a degree of rising resentment. His rank might have come about in a manner his naval peers found questionable, but surely his successful actions, so many of them carrying the risk of death or serious injury, should have moderated the animosity.




  ‘And where in the name of the devil is Oliphant, anyway?’




  He said it out loud, in an attempt to both ease his mood, as well as shift his mind away from such depressing ruminations. Also at the centre of his concerns, and too hard to dismiss, sat Emily Barclay. He needed to prove to her his ability to make his own way in the world, without laying a finger on the money she had inherited from her swine of a husband.




  Pearce could never bring himself to curse the mother of his child, but he had no trouble in damning her insistence on respectability. They could have been happy without the bounds of matrimony and the constraints of her being a recent widow. Society demanded she behave in the prescribed manner and would be scandalised if she did not. This she could not abide. He didn’t give a damn.




  Round and round whirled these thoughts, while being cut off from the only people with whom he might have been able to share them didn’t help. And that only served to raise another concern. Were his friends prospering or, had he, by his manoeuvres, and not for the first time, exposed them to risk? The faces of Michael O’Hagan, Charlie Taverner and Rufus Dommet swam before his eyes, along with the memory of the foul winter night, years past now, in which they had been taken from the Pelican Tavern by a press gang. How much they had shared since – and it might never be any more.




  Sailing on a privateer, maybe they were at sea and in profit, not idle and sitting in harbour. Yet such employment was hazardous to a massive degree. The boats issuing from the small port of Shoreham were not, as he had noted on his first visit, deep-sea vessels, destined for long voyages to open waters. This was a less hazardous pursuit. Far from home, the chance of encountering an enemy warship was minimal, with captures being easier due to the laxity of merchant captains. From what Pearce had observed, the man under whom they were serving, given the size and ordnance on his ship, would be obliged to seek his quarry in the confined waters of the English Channel, occasionally maybe venturing south into the Bay of Biscay.




  These were, of course, waters patrolled by the Royal Navy, an always present Inshore Squadron to watch the port of Brest. But they were also a hunting ground for French sloops, corvettes and even frigates, which took no account of enemy letters of marque. They lived by preying on British trade and some of them were likely to be better armed and manned than their English rivals.




  In conjuring up an image of the trio, he wondered how they would react to his present situation, which lightened his mood and brought forth a grin. There would be some sharp and disparaging comments from O’Hagan; the huge Irishman had never been shy of telling him if he thought he was being a fool. Charlie Taverner would exercise his cutting wit while young Rufus Dommet, less accomplished in the article of jocularity, would probably say something inappropriate or incomprehensible.




  ‘What in the name of the Lord are you grinning at?’




  Oliphant asked this from the pulled-back tarpaulin. Pearce just shook his head, not wishing to share his thoughts, staring instead at the bundle his companion had under his arm. The look, when the direction was noted, had Oliphant pull a crabbed face.




  ‘This is a godforsaken spot for poverty, Pearce. There’s scarce enough coin for the locals to purchase the means to eat never mind clothe themselves, and poor is the stuff being sold.’




  ‘Yet you obviously managed to trade.’




  ‘Had to be done with a sharp eye out. But the men set to watch for us, if indeed they were that, stood out like Job’s wife. Pillars of salt would have had more subtlety. I have to admit, those from whom I was buying were as alert to their being around. Most of my exchanges were done in deep doorways.’




  ‘If you can forgo the boasting, how did we fare?’




  ‘I,’ Oliphant responded, with great emphasis, ‘have done better than expected.’




  ‘So?’




  ‘I refused to trade for those useless paper assignats issued by Paris, hence the length of time I was gone. Got a good exchange in Prussian crowns for your broadcloth coat, lack of buttons notwithstanding. But the buckles were the bonus, even if the rogue who bought them tried to dun me by denying they were true silver. Said the hallmarks could have been forged.’




  ‘They’re Italian.’




  ‘I suggested he weigh them and that stymied the sod, though he haggled for an age. I had to take his price in the end, for it came in Dutch guilders and a half-Louis d’or. Pity, they must have set you back a great deal, but you have to accept I was never going to get the full value.’




  Acknowledging the truth took Pearce back to Brindisi, on the Adriatic, the previous year. He was flush with his share of the spoils from the sale of a couple of fat French merchantmen, sold as prizes to the local British trading fraternity. Since he was trapped in the port, with a seriously wounded captain, he had decided to travel to Naples to see Emily, residing in the home of Sir William and Lady Hamilton.




  The purchase of the buckles, to replace his previous plain pair, had been an attempt to impress her with his new-found prosperity, making the point about self-sufficiency on which he had so recently been ruminating. All he could recall now was the somewhat cold reception, added to the fact that she hadn’t even noticed the new adornment, while his joy at her being pregnant was not really shared either. He was distracted from this return to a melancholy mood as various items were thrown on to the cot.




  ‘There you are: good flannel breeches and shirt, a leather waistcoat and a cap of liberty, so you will look the honest revolutionary. As to the time gone, I had another errand to fulfil and one, if you had the wit, you would see as necessary. I examined the boats tied up along the canal and tried to make out which were local and which might be owned by our fellow countrymen. I’m set on not sitting around and hoping.’




  ‘Then might I suggest,’ Pearce growled, ‘before the light goes and now I have suitable clothing, we examine our surroundings? Should we have to run, a knowledge of the terrain would be an advantage.’




  Oliphant was reluctant to admit it both right and something he should have thought of, so agreement was slow in coming. With pistols stuck in waistbands they exited, to check there was no sign of any threat from the town, nor was there any evidence of other humanity using the various huts they could see.




  So they set off, over ground often so soft and sandy it tugged at their feet, soon to observe that the surroundings were poor for concealment and they extended a long way. The beach ran for miles to the south and, with the tide out, it was deep. The whole landscape was utterly devoid of cover, bar the obverse side of a dune, or a bit of scrub or seagrass on the top. This might serve to hide in, but not for any time.




  ‘I feel less secure now than I did before we set out,’ Oliphant said, to which Pearce could not take issue. ‘We’re like game birds for anyone with a musket.’




  With the light fading in a clear sky, they made their way back to the hut, with an occasional wistful look out to sea. Their clothing was being tugged at by the kind of breeze on which Pearce could imagine a brisk rate of sailing. Inside it was near Stygian black, with no more than a modicum of approaching twilight coming through the gaps in the driftwood slats. Pearce found and then lit a stub of tallow, achieved by much sparking of flints, which revealed a basket laid under the cot. Opened, they found it contained bread, part of a smoked ham, as well as a flagon of what turned out to be cider.




  ‘One must wonder what they thought to find us gone.’




  Oliphant lowered the flagon and waved it under Pearce’s nose. ‘Perhaps it would be good riddance.’




  ‘Will you ever afford these people some gratitude? They are risking their lives for us.’




  ‘No. They are risking their lives for a cause to which we are no more than a means to an end. Shielding us from capture is to ensure their own survival as much as ours. It is sentimental to think otherwise.’




  ‘I bow to your superior knowledge in the article of deceit.’




  ‘Will you bow to the point that, with the gaps in these walls and in full darkness, anyone who might be looking for us will know this hut is occupied?’




  That meant killing the light, while the presence of the single narrow cot established that one of them was in for an uncomfortable night.




  ‘A toss of the coin would seem to be the answer,’ Oliphant suggested.




  ‘Not one of yours,’ Pearce barked, reaching for the small purse. ‘And I will mark the passage of the moon, so that we may both have a share.’




  * * *




  Pearce had declined forcibly the suggestion that, having lost the toss, his companion in misfortune should have both the cot and boat cloak. Once more wrapped in said cloak and perched on the barrel, he soon became prey to another set of gloomy reflections, this mixed with fitful dozing in a near-silent setting, there being no more than a faint hint of wind whispering through the less-than-sturdy structure.




  How different this was from being at sea, where it was never quiet given a light breeze hissing through the rigging, even less the screaming of a strong gale. Cordage was never soundless as it stretched and contracted regardless of wind, and the ship’s timbers would continually creak. If a change of course was called for, and it often was at night, the soft noise of bare, running feet would register enough to open an eye. On a tautrun ship, with trained hands, what followed would be muted: with a yet-to-be-worked-up crew, it would be all hell let loose in the amount of shouting and cursing.




  Dozing, Pearce picked the odd sound, though nothing like those to which he was accustomed. Yet something brought him near to full consciousness and the realisation he needed to relieve himself. With the taste of cider still on his tongue, he pulled back the tarpaulin flap and stepped out, falling headlong and emitting a loud curse, which woke Oliphant.




  ‘It cannot be time to change places,’ came a groan from the cot.




  No immediate reply followed. Pearce was on his knees, examining by moonlight what had caused him to trip. The realisation of their shape raised first his curiosity, until the nature of when and how they had been delivered, surreptitiously in the early morning hours, brought on a depressing thought.




  ‘Might I suggest you rise and come outside, Oliphant?’




  ‘In God’s name why?’




  ‘I think we’ve been delivered of a message.’




  Oliphant staggered out to see Pearce, kneeling by two objects, easy to identify by their shape. The two sets of panniers lay squat upon the sandy ground. That they should be returned was not in itself a cause for alarm; that they had been so furtively left for them to find was very much so. Opened, one revealed enough food to last them several days. The other had the uniforms in which they’d come to Gravelines.




  It took Oliphant no time at all to voice the conclusion. ‘We’re being told we must contrive to find our own way to cross the Channel.’




  ‘I’ll call up a hot-air balloon,’ Pearce suggested, his tone arch. ‘I’m sure the Montgolfier brothers will spare us one.’




  ‘We could still seek out a smuggler.’




  ‘By traipsing up and down the canal and asking?’ Pearce growled, thumping one of the panniers in frustration. ‘You must know that’s too dangerous, doubly so without any means to produce the kind of payment it would require just to get aboard. And don’t mention Dundas and a promise of future reward.’




  ‘We could tell them of our connections and our reasons for being stuck in Flanders.’




  ‘If men who follow that trade thought there was a price on our heads and, who knows, there might be, they’d just as likely turn us in. I have experience of these people, you do not. They are not to be trusted.’




  Expecting a string of questions from Oliphant about said experience and at least some vehement protest, Pearce was surprised at how calmly he reacted, though he didn’t speak for what seemed like an age.




  ‘Then we must go via Calais. There’s a regular neutral cartel sailing between there and Dover. Getting aboard is not easy, quite the opposite, but it can be done and, once on the ship, we should be safe.’




  ‘You seem very sure.’




  ‘Why would I not be, when I have used the route to get out of France before?’











   
CHAPTER THREE





  ‘Mrs Barclay, there’s a fellow at the door who says he has come with letters from your father.’




  The message from the house steward caused a frisson of alarm: for Emily’s father to send a servant, rather than using a postal service, boded ill. It quickly put an end to the chucking of baby Adam under the chin, which was a pity. The child was much given to smiling and gurgling when tickled.




  ‘Thank you, Cotton.’ A final peck on a full cheek was accompanied by, ‘Please call the nursemaid to sit with my son while I attend to it.’




  Emily, still full of concern, made her way down the wide staircase to the front door, where stood another servant of Heinrich Lutyens, a livered footman, holding the handle of the closed door. At a nod, it was pulled open to reveal a fellow of middle years, immediately identified.




  ‘Tom Whetton, is it you?’




  The cap that had been on the man’s head was swiftly whipped off, revealing greying hair, while a hand was held up containing said letters, one in particular pushed forward.




  ‘Your papa begged me bring this by hand, as he would not trust it to strangers.’




  ‘It does not speak of distress, I hope?’




  That engendered a tooth-missing smile as Tom got the drift. He too lived in a world where death and disease could strike suddenly, even to the heartiest soul. The cheerful reply came in his warm Somerset drawl.




  ‘How would I know, ma’ am, not being lettered, but all were hale when I set out, may God preserve them whole.’




  ‘Then I will not have you stood on the doorstep.’




  Those words and a nod saw Tom Whetton step inside, not without a swift skyward look from the footman, his feelings plain that someone of Tom’s standing should not be allowed through the main doorway instead of the basement. The sudden yell, loud and speaking of serious discomfort, startled Tom and had him look with alarm at the closed hallway door, from behind which it had emanated.




  ‘Pay that no heed. It is merely Mr Lutyens treating a patient.’




  The look that got, one which made Emily smile, was a silent plea to never be prey to such medical ministrations. Heinrich, in whose house she was staying, had become a very fashionable physician in the last two years, with a string of wealthy clients paying goodly sums to suffer his attentions. She knew, of old, he was not a gentle practitioner. That had been so when he’d been the surgeon aboard HMS Brilliant. So, regardless of the depth of a purse, alleviation, if it came at all, was generally accompanied by a degree of distress.




  ‘You must be sharp set, Tom, from your travels. Can we provide you with a bite to eat and something to drink?’




  ‘That’d be most kind, Mrs Barclay.’




  The footman was instructed to ask of the cook that both be provided, to be fetched to the drawing room. It was an order obeyed, but it came with a significant pause to register further disapproval: the drawing room indeed! Not for the first time, and especially with Tom Whetton standing cap in hand close by, Emily registered the gap which existed between servants such as him, from a rural setting and almost part of the family, set against the sort employed in London, whom she was sure looked down on their paymasters.




  Once they were alone, Tom handed over another tied packet, which bore her address, as well as the superscription of her late husband’s prize agents, Ommaney and Druce. But he added in a serious manner, ‘The first message, ma’ am, the one that so worried your papa. He was keen it should be read right off.’




  Emily broke the wax on the folded letter, indicating that Tom should be seated, which saw him perch uneasily on the edge of a satin-covered chair. Opening it revealed an enclosure, a rather grubby slip of cheap paper, which looked as if it had been much handled. She recognised her father’s sloping writing in the main missive and read the words, which said no more than that he had received the enclosure by hand. It being unsealed, he had taken the liberty of reading it. The contents had so shocked him he felt it necessary to send Tom Whetton to London as a safe bearer of the insinuations, which he would not trust to a public service.




  Emily was amused by his caution, not unusual in a parent who was given to being easily discomfited, for John Raynesford lived a very ordered life. Anything untoward took on dramatic overtones they rarely warranted, and this was probably an instance. Unfolding the enclosure and reading it soon wiped both the smile from her face and the sentiment from her mind.




  Aware Tom was watching her closely, she composed her features to smile at him and enquire after everyone at home in Frome. This was continued over tea and cake as she had a look at the other letters relating to her business affairs. The old Raynesford family retainer seemed much flattered to be drinking a valuable brew he might never before have tasted. At home the tea caddy was locked and her father had the key.




  ‘You must be weary, Tom, and I would not hear of you seeking a bed other than in the attics. I’m sure Mr Lutyens will oblige.’




  ‘Oblige what?’




  The question was posed from a door, which had opened noiselessly, to reveal the owner of the house, which had Tom, who knew quality when he saw it, leap to his feet. He also, no doubt, took in the small stature and features, which had about them a vagueness, the expression on his face one of curiosity and somewhat fish-like in enquiry. Emily provided a quick explanation and the request for a bed was rapidly acceded to, on the grounds that she may wish to send a letter back to her father.




  ‘I’ll leave you, Emily, to ensure Cook knows to lay another place for the servant’s dinner.’




  A bell was rung, the same footman appeared and Tom was taken away to be accommodated. As soon as the door was closed behind them, Emily, her look serious, passed both her father’s letter and the enclosure that had so shocked her to Lutyens.




  ‘Gherson, for all love!’ he exclaimed, on reading the superscription on the grubby note.




  ‘Indeed.’




  Lutyens read on, his brow furrowed. ‘Do you give credence to what he is seeking to tell you?’




  ‘It has never been my inclination to trust him.’




  ‘Wise, Emily, very wise.’




  If Cornelius Gherson had figured little in Heinrich Lutyens life, he had been a bane in Emily Barclay’s. Pressed into HMS Brilliant on the same night as John Pearce, though not from the Pelican Tavern, he had proved to be the most mendacious creature imaginable, utterly untrustworthy. He was also excessively vain, sure that she, when he made his interest in her plain, would not be able to resist either his comely looks or his oleaginous charms.




  That had earned him a rude rejection, but it had failed to stymie his attentions, so it had to be repeated on more than one occasion until he finally seemed to accept rejection, something not taken well. He had wormed his way into her late husband’s regard and ended up as his clerk. This had Emily decide, since Ralph Barclay had proved to be a marital despot and had turned out to be a less than suitable husband, they were made for each other.




  ‘If you recall, Heinrich, with the duties he carried out for Captain Barclay, he was certainly in a position to act as he claims and it suits his dubious character.’




  ‘Which is a long way from accepting that a respectable firm of prize agents, well known in the naval community, conspired with him to dun your husband out of the full dues on his investments.’




  ‘Do you think I should go and see him, as he requests?’




  That brought forth a thin smile. ‘I have long ago come to accept, Emily, and this applies just as much to John Pearce as you, that any advice I proffer is usually ignored.’




  ‘That’s unfair.’




  ‘Which leads me to suspect you are going to Newgate.’




  ‘Do you think he could be, as he claims, innocent?’




  ‘Hard to tell, my dear. John, when he spoke of it to me, was incredulous and he knows him better than I. But my opinion? I do not like him and would never trust him, but I too cannot see him as a rapist and murderer who would, after gratifying his lust, mutilate a woman’s body.’




  There was no conclusion one way or the other from Emily, more a look of confusion, as Heinrich Lutyens turned to another subject, one as a physician he felt qualified to pronounce upon. It was a subject he had challenged her with since she first became his guest.




  ‘Are you still wedded to the folly of feeding your own child? It wearies you and deprives you of much needed sleep. I tell you once more, you’d have no trouble engaging a wet nurse and I will set in motion moves to find one on your word.’




  ‘Why would I forgo it, Heinrich, when it makes us both so content?’




  ‘I’m not sure contentment in an infant is good for his future well-being.’




  Thinking that for all his erudition and ability in the medical line he knew nothing about children, Emily replied, ‘I’m hoping by doing so he grows up to be like his father.’




  That got a cackling, good-humoured laugh. ‘Then God have mercy on his poor little soul.’




  Adam’s father, along with Oliphant, was trudging through soft, dry sand at the head of the beach, staying as close to the dunes as possible, each carrying one of the panniers, Oliphant with a fishing rod over his shoulder. It had been his contention that alone conferred an appearance of innocence; what could be seen as wrong on a beach, about an angler and his companion looking for a good spot to cast their line?




  John Pearce was once more being gently upbraided for not seeing the world as it really was, this as both men kept a weather eye for anything that could spell danger. So far, nothing had appeared to pose a threat. They were on a beach that ran all the way from Gravelines to Calais and were not the only people about. Out on the wet sands a whole host of human dusters were digging for cockles and worms, seeking their tradeable bait and molluscs before the tide came in.




  Beyond them, out to sea, but not far offshore, sat dozens of small fishing boats, while further out they could see billowing sails, as coastal traders plied a course as close as they could to land, one that would allow them to run for shelter if an enemy vessel appeared on the horizon.




  ‘You feel betrayed, Pearce, but look at the matter from the point of view of those who saw a need to abandon us.’




  ‘I am angered by the method more than the act.’




  That got a soft chuckle. ‘Hardly true. If you are uncomfortable at all, it is with your own erroneous assumptions, your strong belief in their honest intentions. But I say again, they have concerns that make their actions, to my mind, perfectly rational.’




  ‘No doubt you will now explain to me why.’




  ‘I will also clarify what made me see it as a possibility from the very outset, even before the noise of that idiot clattering on the door yesterday morning.’




  ‘Do not hesitate to enlighten me on that too,’ was delivered with a tone lacking in anything like enthusiasm.




  ‘Was it perhaps deliberate, to drive us into the open? A ploy to match that we had already been duped by?’




  ‘Our hosts?’ Pearce insisted, not wishing to contemplate he might be wrong about that too.




  ‘They went to some lengths to avoid identification, did they not? And before you mention the girl, I suspect Eugenie was not her real name. Hark back to arrangements to get away, not least the tunnel. It speaks of organisation and foresight, which means they knew taking us in represented a risk.’




  ‘Why do I sense hindsight becoming foresight?’




  ‘Curious, those tunnels. They were far from fresh hewn.’




  ‘No doubt they’re the same as exist on our own coasts. Taxes are, as that American cove Franklin said, the only thing as sure as death. The French must have a revenue service too and, I daresay, their citizens are just as adept at avoidance of duties as our own.’




  ‘Hence the connection to the English fraternity,’ was expressed as if it came with enlightenment. ‘Our own people would trust and deal with another smuggler, for sure, whatever the nationality.’




  There was a pause while that was considered. ‘But to continue and, as I do so, I wish to remind you of the number of times you checked me either by word or look, when I did not replicate your unbounded faith.’




  ‘Which,’ Pearce snapped, ‘I put down to your habit of being discourteous when it was uncalled for. We were dependent on their good offices.’




  ‘But it was right to be so.’ That got no response from John Pearce, who was still unwilling to be open about how wrong he had been. ‘We were sent to a house that was not theirs, which, by the way, the girl should not have admitted was the case. Then we were whisked away to one previously abandoned and by a route that made pursuit impossible. Where you see a degree of dissimulation, I see something to admire.’




  ‘It would please me if you’d get to the point.’




  ‘The point is, Pearce, we don’t matter. Arrangements had been made to get us away, of that I’m sure. But they took precautions against us being part of a plot, in order to protect themselves, soon established by the speed with which they apparently came to arrest not just we two, but those harbouring us. The organisation of which they are part is, I now take leave to assume, royalist, widespread and made up of a substantial body of people of some standing. What they have done, by forsaking us to our own devices, is to ensure that it is not any further penetrated.’
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