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Chapter one


Even low in the water George Markham could see the French artillery shells arcing through the sharp dawn sky towards the heavily-laden boats, the swell off the coast of Cap Corse seeming to lift the cutter to meet them halfway. To the south, that portion of Admiral Hood’s fleet sent to bombard the Fornali fort and the town of San Fiorenzo blazed away, the flash of their great guns followed seconds later by a succession of dull thuds, these mixed with boom from the land-based cannon, some of which had turned their attention to the approaching boats. The knot in Markham’s stomach, on this, his first amphibious operation, was made up of apprehension mixed with a great deal of uncertainty. It proved of little comfort to recall that, amongst the mixed bag of men he commanded, not one had experienced this particular form of warfare: an opposed landing on a hostile beach!

For what they were required to do, when they did reach dry land, he had received none of the instructions to which, as an ex-army officer, he was accustomed. Any conferences about tactics had been confined to the higher commanders, naval and military. It was the complete opposite of regimental warfare, where the conclusions of such councils filtered down to the line officers, with clear objectives outlined, plus abundant information about the terrain they must cover and the enemy they faced.

Captain de Lisle, the commander of his ship Hebe, had been vague to the point of opacity, his orders an airy instruction to get ashore and take Fornali, as though that bastion had neither walls, guns nor a French garrison. Markham had no idea of the quality of that defence. And who would be there to support him on his right or his left?

The shells heading their way were the first indication, a calling card to say that, at about eight hundred yards from the shore, the first wave of attackers were well within range. Dozens of boats were spread out in the bay, each moving at its own maximum pace. But all were converging on a limited strip of beach, so every stroke of the oar brought them closer together, giving Markham, who was somewhere close to the centre, a feeling of being hemmed in.

For a nation that prided itself on the efficiency of its artillery, this first salvo was less than perfect. Some of the fuses were too short, and the projectiles burst harmlessly, well above their heads, puffs of black powder in a rapidly brightening sky, sprouting and thinning until they were dispersed on the wind. Others, too long, landed fizzing in the still black water, sending up great white plumes to soak both passengers and crew of any downwind boat.

But one did terrible damage, detonating a few feet above the waves, the blast rocking Markham’s boat, and wrought havoc on the nearby launch. The marine officer in that boat, sitting to one side of the tiller, was cut in two, a great fount of frothy blood shooting up from his lower trunk as the top half spilled over the side. The midshipman beside him was blown back over the stern. Several of the rowers were smashed into the thwarts, their screams adding to the roar of the blast.

The launch lifted and span as explosive and chain shattered her flimsy side planking, sending deadly wooden splinters into weak and yielding flesh. The craft was broken in two long before she dropped back into the water, the occupants, the majority already wounded, spilling out into the sea. Those marines dead or too seriously harmed to discard their heavy packs sank like stones. Others fell to the same fate through blind panic, trying to swim with fifty-pound weights on their backs. A few, sailors and marines, had the sense to cling to life, using the wreckage of the boat to stay afloat, one hand struggling, in the Lobsters’ case, to release the straps that held their equipment.

Most of the men in Hebe’s cutter stared straight ahead, those rowing trying to get them to the shore with as much haste as they could muster, the rest not wishing to observe too closely a fate that might well await them after the next salvo. But Markham was transfixed, his body stretching over the side as if he could hold out a helping hand to the lower section of a fellow officer, still sitting, legs twitching, in the only piece of the launch that looked whole. Midshipman Bernard, a pimply, pallid-faced slip of a youth who looked as if he were barely breeched, turned as well, though the hand that held the tiller remained steady, his eyes examining the carnage with a studied lack of passion.

‘There are survivors,’ said Markham, still pointing.


‘May God grant them mercy,’ Bernard replied.

‘God be damned,’ Markham growled. ‘Steer for the poor sods.’

‘We have our orders, sir,’ piped the midshipman.

The seconds for which their eyes locked spoke volumes. That a sprog like Bernard should even dream of questioning a superior officer was singular. But the look on the boy’s face, a sort of superior half-smile, showed an insolence as wounding as it was unwelcome. The youngster knew that aboard the frigate, being impertinent to Lieutenant George Markham was more likely to earn him discreet praise than a public rebuke.

But the object of his condescension wasn’t on the ship; he was in command of the marines in the cutter. The level of his anger exaggerated the Irish inflection in his voice.

‘Put down your helm, you stinking, short-arsed little bugger, or sure as hell is hot, I’ll tip you into the bloody water myself.’

‘Sir,’ Bernard protested.

Markham’s face, red enough with passion to match his coat, came towards him so fast that Bernard thought he was about to be head-butted. Fear mingled with disgust at the sight of a King’s officer, even one with Markham’s reputation, behaving in such a demeaning fashion.

‘Do as you’re damn well told, boy.’

Still Bernard hesitated. It was a safe bet that Captain de Lisle would back him if he disobeyed, since he took every opportunity to remind Markham how much he disliked having him aboard. But his captain wasn’t here, and the marine officer was, looking as if he would be as good as his word.

‘Ship the larboard oars,’ Bernard croaked, as he put down the tiller. The cutter swung in an arc until the prow was pointing towards the centre of the wreckage. ‘Haul away, even.’

‘Rannoch!’ Markham yelled. His sergeant, huge, square-shouldered, half turned from his position in the centre of the boat. ‘Get Ettrick and Dornan stripped of their packs and ready to go over the side.’

‘They are floaters, sir, not real swimmers.’

Markham carried on as if Rannoch hadn’t spoken. ‘We can’t get the survivors into the cutter. But try to get a hold on them, every man who can’t swim between the oars to take one survivor.’

‘Sir,’ Rannoch replied crisply, before issuing his orders in a quiet tone. Ettrick and Dornan began to divest themselves of packs, belts, headgear and coats. The sergeant removed his own tricorne hat to wipe the sweat from his brow, revealing the blond, near-white hair that, with his strong, square face and blue eyes, gave him an almost Viking appearance. The hat was lifted above his head, pointing as the second salvo came over. If fuse adjustments had been made, they produced little difference in the result. But one pair of guns had certainly been re-aimed, since those shells that did burst at a proper height landed right in the course that Midshipman Bernard had previously been steering. He had spun round to look, and when they exploded what little blood he had left drained from his face completely. Then he turned to look at Markham, mouth moving in speechless shock.

‘Paddy’s luck, boyo,’ Markham said, following that with a disarming grin. Angry as he’d been, he knew that Bernard’s attitude merely aped that of every officer on the ship. They’d hated him enough before they’d ever reached the Mediterranean. After Toulon that was magnified tenfold. His mere presence within earshot was enough to set off a string of comments about jobs less than half done. These were larded with Paddy jokes, or allusions to the iniquity of illegitimacy, biased courts martial or the coruscating stain, regardless of subsequent good fortune, of being branded a coward.

As the disturbed water settled behind them, he unbuckled his own swordbelt and slipped the brass gorget over his head. Whatever reserve the midshipman had harboured quickly evaporated, respect in his eyes replacing the wonder that had taken over from fear. He craned forward now, calling out to the oarsmen for adjustments that would take the cutter alongside the wreckage without harming the men in the water. The two Lobsters who could swim slipped over the side, guiding the survivors towards the hands reaching for them, most too afraid to let go of the wood that had kept them afloat.

Markham had already thrown his hat into the bottom of the cutter, and had raised himself just enough to remove his coat, calling to the nearest men, ‘Tully, Hollick, help me with my damned boots.’

As the two men facing the stern grabbed at the fine, polished leather, Markham had a moment to look round the deep, cliff-lined bay. Behind him, blocking the exit to the Mediterranean, lay half of Admiral Hood’s fleet, six line-of-battle ships that were a major part of Britain’s wooden walls. The rest were engaged in bombarding the Fornali fort, and further down the bay, the town of San Fiorenzo, the boom of the huge naval cannon rolling like continuous thunder. The transports, carrying troops, were now inshore of the frigates that had disgorged the marines, the soldiers who would form the second wave lined up on deck, waiting for the boats to return and take them ashore. The water between ships and shore was chock-full, a veritable armada of boats, cutters, launches, barges, plus a pair of bomb ketches well forward.

The Fornali fort which they intended to envelop, massive walls built square round an old circular Genoese tower, lay just to the south, on a promontory that jutted out from a coombe nestled between low limestone hills. Further down the bay, behind San Fiorenzo, more hills rose, tier upon tier, towards the central mountains of Corsica, now bathed in full morning light, the very highest streaked with snow and shrouded at the peak in dense cloud. This panoramic backdrop suggested an illusory serenity, which was immediately shattered by the arrival of the third salvo.

‘The guns have shifted again, sir,’ said Bernard, pointing to the spouts of water now bracketing the boats laden with the small number of artillerymen and engineers who had been allotted to the first wave of the attack.

Then you sailors are doing your job,’ Markham replied. He stood up unsteadily and put one foot on the bulwark, which made it hard for him to sound as confident as he wished to. ‘Most of the cannon in the fort are trying to sink them. And if the few they can spare to keep us warm have to lever and elevate endlessly, they’ll never get the range right.’

‘Backwards, sir,’ yelled Bernard, throwing out a hand to stop Markham. ‘If you try to dive you’ll tip the lot of us out.’

Slightly abashed, Markham span round, sitting on the edge and falling back into the water. It was the Mediterranean, and warmer by far than the sea around Wexford Sound. But on a late February morning it still had the power to shock with sudden chill. Coming back to the surface, he saw that Hebe’s crew had oars and a boathook out, to haul in those being aided by Dornan and Ettrick. He twisted quickly and swam underwater, heading towards the furthest floundering marine, who was hanging on to a piece of the launch’s shattered counter that didn’t look big enough to support him. Head bobbing up and down, he registered that the fellow was different, without quite establishing why. All he really observed were the curls on the man’s head, so tight as to be proof against a soaking.


At first he thought the object that he’d bumped into, dark and wet, was a piece of wood. But then he saw the flash of red as he surfaced and it span over. Markham felt his heart stop as he stared into the wide open eyes of the dead marine officer, the half of him that had been blown overboard still with enough air trapped inside the trunk to float. They were wide open, still registering the shock that had come to the man at the moment when the piece of jagged steel from the shell casing had sliced through his vital organs. The mouth was open too, in a silent scream of terror. The last time he’d seen that face it had been red with wine and merriment, laughing across the dining table in the great cabin of Nelson’s ship, Agamemnon. Gently, with his own eyes now closed, Markham pushed the body away.

‘Lie back on me, man,’ he gasped, as he came close, before spitting out the mouthful of salty water this remark had earned him. ‘If I take your weight, we can make the cutter easily.’

That the fellow didn’t believe him was obvious as the head came round. The furious shake, given the panic in the man’s huge eyes, was superfluous. He looked past Markham to where those lucky enough to get close to the boat were now being firmly held by their redcoated compatriots. Bernard had steered on to close the gap with him. Now no more than ten feet separated them from safety, but to this fellow it was too far. As soon as Markham tried to grab him, the man went crazy, yelling and kicking and demanding to be left to float.

In his panic, and a blind attempt to drive Markham away, he did let go, the free hands now scrabbling to take hold of the only thing that would save him. Markham felt himself go down as the man’s weight landed on his shoulders. He tried to yell a command but that was stopped by the inrush of water. A knee took him in the groin, even slowed by the water having enough force to send a screaming ache through his lower body.

They were both under now, every limb of the survivor flailing back and forth, with one hand firmly gripping Markham’s shirt. Trying to hit the fellow to calm him down was impossible in water, and they went on sinking, the survivor continuing to flail wildly, though with less force, since he was running out of breath. Markham was in a similar state. Already he could feel the pressure building up in his chest, the tightness that precedes the desire to breath. All thoughts of rescue were gone now, the yearning to survive becoming paramount.


Try as he might, he could not prise the man’s thick fingers open enough to release his shirt, and instinctively he knew that grip would be the last thing the other marine would relinquish. Nor did he have any chance of slipping out of the garment. His only hope was that by going limp he could at least preserve his wind. Indeed, he might just save himself from drowning, if the man clutching him would let him go as useless. Above he could see the light refracted in the surface of the water, the dark shape of the cutter’s hull, surrounded by kicking legs, moving to block it off.

The lead line, dropping through the light, missed Markham by a fraction, catching the other marine on the ear. His struggles ceased for a split-second, which allowed his rescuer to catch hold of the line and wrap it round his wrist. Someone above had the sense to haul the rope back up, instead of just letting it endlessly descend, and that allowed Markham to tug hard, letting them know they had a weight greater than the lead on the line. The water had cleared enough to show some of the victim’s features now his struggles had stilled: round, dark face, and still those huge, terrified eyes. As Markham looked the mouth began to open, as the marine did the only thing his body would countenance when the lungs had run out of air.

Above, they began to pull, so Markham pushed his free hand under the fellow’s chin, to try and stop him taking in more water. The stuff he’d already swallowed he spat into his rescuer’s face as soon as they surfaced. Markham couldn’t care, too busy himself sucking in great gulps of air. Hands were reaching out to grab his shirt, this time the welcome ones of his own men, and as they hauled the pair towards the cutter, the officer heard one of Bernard’s sailors exclaim, ‘Christ almighty, Lieutenant Croppie has gone and bagged himself a darkie.’

Bernard had the cutter back on course for the shore long before Markham could raise his head from between his knees, with Rannoch issuing orders to loop the lead line round the rowlocks so that the men they’d rescued could hang onto the boat themselves. He also heard the sergeant remind them of what they were about, and to get back to being fully prepared to land, weapons at the ready.

‘There’s an army officer on the beach, Lieutenant Markham,’ said Bernard softly. ‘Might I suggest that you replace your coat and boots?’


Markham nodded and raised his head, looking over the prow. The strand was a mass of boats, each one disgorging its quota of marine passengers before spinning away to get back and pick up the soldiers. The marines they’d put ashore moved forward into line to engage the enemy, who occupied the grass-covered dunes that rose between the beach and land proper. Several red-coated bodies floated at the tidal edge. Others lay face down a few feet from the water, on the blindingly white sand. But an attack was in progress, with the British marines moving forward in a disciplined way to engage the French defenders.

Two things made Markham’s heart sink as he contemplated the scene. The first was that Hebe 9s cutter would be the last vessel to arrive. The survivors were hanging off the side of the boat, ten men who could prove valuable in the future. This might have served as a decent excuse for tardiness, if it hadn’t been for the second depressing fact; the identity of the officer in command who, having directed those already ashore towards the enemy, now stood glowering, facing the sea, peering through a telescope as he watched the last boat approach.

‘Is that colonel who I think it is, sir?’ called Rannoch, when the spyglass dropped.

‘It is,’ Markham replied, as he struggled in vain to pull boots on over soaking wet stockings and breeches.

‘Christ, I can see the scar, which I take to mean we are in for a bollocking.’

Markham could see it too; a livid, ragged white streak across an otherwise puce face. Some of the balls from the French muskets were sending up spurts of water and sand around him, but he ignored the danger. Unwilling to give his old adversary any credit for bravery, Markham told himself that at such extreme range, shots like those were flukes, balls with dying velocity that would probably inflict little harm.

‘I’ll have to ease off, sir,’ said Bernard. ‘With those men in the water I can’t run up the sand for fear of trapping their legs.’

‘Then do so.’ Suddenly the cutter slowed, which earned them a bellow from shore to ‘put their damned backs into it’.

‘What shall I do, sir?’ asked the nervous midshipman.

‘Ignore him,’ Markham replied.

‘He looks to be a full colonel, sir.’

‘He is, Bernard,’ Markham said wearily. ‘But I won’t tell what he’s full of for fear of offending your sensibilities.’


‘Damn you,’ the hoarse, loud voice floated over the water, as the effect of Bernard’s order to go easy on the rowing became apparent. ‘I might have known, Markham, if there was a fight, that you’d be the last one into the action.’

‘Sergeant Rannoch,’ Markham said.

‘Sir!’

‘Get the men over the side as soon as we hit the shallows, if you please. Let’s get the survivors ashore. It would be a pity to lose them now, especially with that bastard looking on.’

Rannoch replied in that clear, slow Highland lilt that could, in moments of stress, be so infuriating. Now it seemed perfectly paced. ‘I judge that he would enjoy watching men drown.’

‘Me especially,’ Markham replied.

‘I take it you know the colonel, sir,’ said Bernard.

‘I do.’ He turned to give the midshipman a wry smile. ‘I tried to kill him once, in America. He’s been trying to do the same thing to me ever since.’

Rannoch led half the marines hatless, weaponless, into the rapidly shallowing water, each one taking the arm of a survivor. This sent the Colonel into a paroxysm of rage. He was thumping his boots with his riding crop so hard that they looked set to split, the loud cracks floating across the water every bit as noisy as the gunshots behind them. Markham jumped out as the keel finally ground into the sand, coat over one arm, and carrying his boots. But he had his hat on, which allowed him to lift the thing in an insolent salute.

‘The detachment from the Hebe, Colonel Hanger, at your service.’









Chapter two


The Honourable Augustus Hanger was an experienced soldier, even if George Markham had no great appreciation of either his manners or his abilities. Berating an improperly dressed lieutenant, even one he hated with a passion, would have to wait while there was a battle in progress. Barking an order to ‘get properly attired and follow on’, he turned on his heel and headed back up the beach to take charge of an assault in which, given the numbers engaged, most of the advantage lay with the defenders.

Fortunately, since the French commander had been vouchsafed no notion of where the British intended to land, his troops were thinly spread, most between San Fiorenzo and the Fornali defences, with only a screen of infantrymen to contest the vulnerable northern beaches. But the enemy held the advantage of cover. And now that the British had shown their intentions, General Lacombe had the chance to concentrate while the landing party was held in check. Coming ashore piecemeal, with no clear command structure, and faced with a fire to which they couldn’t effectively respond, the assault had broken down. The marines were now lying, individually and in small knots, on the white strand of the exposed beach, flinching as the spurts of sand from patiently aimed muskets fired from the crest of the line of dunes covered their backs.

Markham’s first thought was that they were lucky. Clearly Lacombe lacked field ordnance, mortars or mobile cannon which, firing grenades, could turn this beach into a charnel house. Boots in hand, he was about to advance barefoot in Hanger’s footsteps, when he heard the colonel bellowing for the men to get to their feet and move forward - a wise notion, since out in the open they were sitting ducks. But Hanger seemed content to move straight up the beach, to concentrate his forces and take the enemy by frontal assault, seemingly unconcerned for the flanks, which would, surely, be reinforced the longer the action went on.


‘Rannoch, get the survivors armed.’

‘Two of them are sailors, sir.’

‘Mr. Bernard will return them to the fleet,’ Markham barked, They’re no use here.’

The Highlander might talk slowly, but he could move swiftly enough when the need arose. Within seconds he had the two tars aboard and was taking the marine survivors along the beach, ordering them to strip the nearest dead and wounded of their equipment. Markham ordered the rest of his men to kneel, and taking advantage of the limited amount of fire coming in their direction, struggled to get into first his boots, then his coat. That achieved, he took out his small telescope, ranging it up and down the long strand.

A mile to the south lay the Fornali fort itself, on its rocky promontory, the ramparts facing the beach bristling with silent cannon. They were useless against a British force coming ashore out of range. But, if they couldn’t invest it properly, and were forced to attack from their present positions, they’d be brought into action, to play along a crowded shore that offered little cover. More rocks enclosed the northern arm of the shallow bay, while behind the long line of undulating dunes he could see the tops of a whole forest of pine trees. The upper branches, bent to accommodate the strong winds that blew around Cap Corse, were ablaze with the morning. It was the angle of that, edging over the top of the pines, that showed the very slight depression in the unbroken ridge of sand, a small but significant dip, and led his eye to what appeared to be a thick clump of tangled gorse fronting the dune.

There was something odd about the colour of the bushes, a sort of dead, greying quality that contrasted sharply with the deep green of the treetops. Not visible while in shadow, it was more obvious now. Adjusting his glass to concentrate on the area in front, he could see that rather than being smooth, the sand seemed to be disturbed, as though it had been well trodden. The more he looked, the more unnatural it seemed, making him wonder if those bushes were camouflage, designed to cover up the one real gap in the main line of sandhills. He looked round for Rannoch, only to observe that he was still occupied.

‘Halsey.’

‘Sir!’ the corporal replied, coming to his feet and standing to attention, musket at his side, as if he were on a parade ground. Markham pointed along the seashore, convinced that what he was seeing was a point where the dunes broke, to provide an avenue to the firm, forested ground behind. Yet there was a very good chance that it could be a blind hollow that would lead nowhere.

‘Take four men along towards those rocks to the north. You’ll observe, about halfway, a great crop of bushes, covering what might be a gap in the dunes. Stay near to the waterline till you get abreast of it, then stop and face it. If nothing happens then, march slowly up the beach. I want to see if you draw any fire.’

The brown eyes didn’t blink, but Markham saw the soft nose dilate slightly. Halsey was an experienced marine, a man who’d served for years both ashore and afloat. He would know that if it was a gully, a chink in the line of defence, then it was likely to be well protected. Lieutenant Markham had come aboard Hebe in an Army uniform, leading a detachment of soldiers, anathema to proper Lobsters, which had caused no end of trouble on the voyage out. Even although they, along with the ship’s marines, had been through the siege of Toulon together, and all that resentment should have been laid to rest, it showed for a fleeting second.

‘Don’t march more than twenty paces from the waterline. The range looks to be well over a hundred yards, so unless they are proper marksmen, you should be reasonably safe. But if you attract heavy fire, you may retire into the water. Just keep your muskets and powder well above your heads.’

‘And if they have a cannon, sir?’

Markham’s first impulse was to bark at him, to say that this was neither the time nor the place for a speculative discussion that Halsey had no right, anyway, to indulge in. That if there had been any cannon they’d know by now, since shells would be exploding about their ears. But this was a man who, if a touch uninspired, was obedient and, in some desperate actions, had never let him down. So he dissipated his anger by shouting for Rannoch to return. With Halsey he tried to sound reassuring.

‘Then get the hell out of there as quick as you can. Make for those rocks at the head of the bay, get in amongst them, and stay there until the whole bloody army has landed.’

The pale, slightly pasty face nearly broke into a grin, the corporal, through ingrained discipline, just managing to smother the impulse. He span away, calling the names of the men he wanted, before heading off in the required direction. Now fully dressed, Markham looked up the beach, to where the attacking troops had reached the seaward side of the dunes. The steep slopes gave them protection from the enemy fire, but every man who tried to advance struggled to find any footing in the soft, dry sand.

There was a moment’s hesitation as he stood there, half listening to Rannoch as he pushed the rearmed marines, new to his ways, into some form of order. The man in command of the landing had given him quite specific instructions, and he was about to disobey them - bad enough in itself, but made ten times more dangerous by his relationship to the colonel. Augustus Hanger, always assuming he couldn’t contrive a way to get him killed, would love nothing more than to get George Markham in front of a court martial. There, the chance would exist to redress what he saw as the mistakes of New York, and kick this one time Lieutenant of the 65th foot, masquerading as a Lobster, out of both services.

But looking up the beach, Markham knew he had two choices: to prolong the folly of a frontal assault, or to make some kind of effort to go round the enemy before the French commander could bring up more defenders. It might be his first amphibious landing, but he’d heard often enough how awkward they were. Timing was everything; the ability to get enough troops ashore to secure the landing area before the enemy could gather the strength to throw the assault back into the sea.

And things on this beach were at a critical juncture. Did General Lacombe have field artillery at his disposal, guns which, at this very moment, were being wheeled into position? If he had, and could concentrate enough troops, he would impose himself on the second wave of soldiers, now being loaded offshore into the returned boats. Discipline and the burden of his reputation tugged him one way, while everything he’d ever learned, fighting in both America and Russia, pulled him inexorably towards the other.

In total, including himself, he had twenty men, eleven of his own, plus eight from the sunken launch. These showed little or no fighting spirit, but he put that down to the fact that not one of them had a whole uniform and they’d all received a fright.

The crack of ordered musketry, so different from the individual shots being fired from behind the dunes, made him turn back to look towards Halsey, just in time to see the spurts of sand that seemed to spring up around his feet. The corporal was only too eager to obey his officer’s orders, and lifting both musket and powder horn above his head, he turned round and plunged into the sea, followed by his men, until the protective water was up to his chest. That salvo of musket fire had told Markham all he needed to know. If the spot was defended it must represent a weakness that the French feared might be exploited.

‘Rannoch, we’ll close on Halsey. No packs. Just muskets, bayonets, a bag of grenades and entrenching tools.’

It would be best to advance diagonally across the beach to the edge of the dunes, just below the spot where Halsey had attracted fire. Beyond that lay the clump of bushes which hinted at a possible way through. If they could throw up enough sand to protect themselves, they could move up on the enemy position.

‘With respect, sir,’ said Rannoch slowly, looking straight up the beach to where Hanger, half crouched in the sand, was waving his sword and berating his men, urging them forward, ‘we have been given our orders.’

Markham smiled, having become accustomed to the way Rannoch felt free to question him. His sergeant was trying to tell him, without saying so in front of the others, what he was risking.

‘We are joining Colonel Hanger, Sergeant, but just a tad left of where he thinks. Bring up the rear. And try and keep those Agamemnons in some form of order.’

‘We’re not Agamemnons, sir,’ said the Negro marine, his voice deep, resonant, and surprisingly cultured. ‘They took us out of Seahorse to make up the numbers for the attack.’

‘Shut it, you black bastard,’ growled another man. Tall, hollow-chested, with thick eyebrows over angry eyes, he clearly exerted some leadership over the Seahorses, given the way they looked at him. ‘Who asked you to speak up fer us?’

The still damp survivors had enough spark to add a growl to that, as though they heartily approved of the sentiment. Markham was watching the Negro’s eyes: large, a deep fluid brown, and so much more expressive than his face. The man who’d snapped at him turned to Markham, ducking slightly as a musket ball cracked in passing, making no attempt to defer to his rank or soften his voice.

‘We lost the officer, along with our sergeant and corporal, in that blast. But that don’t mean we’re free to be ordered about by any Tom or Dick that fancies it.’

‘Sergeant Rannoch,’ said Markham, moving closer, ‘if this bastard opens his mouth again, put a bullet through what passes for his brain.’

Out of the corner of his eye, he saw the row of startlingly white teeth, and heard the low, warm chuckle. Another ball cracked as it sped past, underlining that wherever they went, it was time to move. He didn’t know what impulse made him act as he did then, and analysing it later he could only believe that he had suffered so much condescension himself in his chequered life that he was naturally in sympathy with anyone likewise afflicted. Spinning quickly, he looked the Negro in the eye.

‘Name?’

‘Eboluh Bellamy, sir.’

‘Well, Mr Bellamy, you are, while we are on the beach, in temporary charge of the Seahorses. I expect the men you lead will not disappoint me.’

‘I’m not taking orders from no darkie.’

‘Name?’ Markham barked, spinning round, as Rannoch’s musket came up to the hollow-chested marine’s ear.

‘Sharland, sir,’ the man replied, the anger in his eyes replaced by fear.

‘Well, Sharland, you will lead us across the beach. And the only way you’ll avoid being broken at the wheel after we’re finished is to ensure that I don’t see one scrap of your ugly face. Now move!’

There was no choice and he knew it. An officer could shoot him where he stood for disobeying an order, and his superiors would praise him. And that might be the better fate than a thousand lashes tied to a wagon wheel. Sharland turned towards the dunes and, growling at the rest of the Seahorses to join him, started to jog across the beach in the direction set by Markham’s sword. The Hebes, and his new corporal, were behind him. Their actions didn’t go unnoticed, and since the men crouching behind the dunes presented few targets, most of the French fire from the crest of the dunes came their way. The musket balls kicking up the sand around their feet added some urgency to the manoeuvre. Hanger, alerted by the change of target, was bellowing for them to join him, which Markham studiously ignored. Difficult as it was to run properly on sand, they made good speed, with Markham frantically signalling to Halsey and his party to get out of the water, then come up to the southern edge of the clump of gorse.

‘Dig,’ Markham gasped, as soon as they reached the point he’d chosen, a shallow depression caused by swirling winds that ran along the very base of the dune. Behind them the beach lay flat and smooth to the water’s edge, in front was a steep wall of sand topped with sea grasses. Close to this they were, like Hanger’s men, relatively safe, since anyone wanting to fire on them would risk exposure as they leant out to aim. The problem was how to get past it.

‘Bellamy, get your Seahorses to throw up a breastwork facing those bushes. Nothing special, just enough to protect you from musketry when you’re lying flat.’

‘It’s too soft,’ moaned Sharland, kicking at it with one boot.

‘It isn’t underneath,’ Bellamy replied, in a gentle voice. There will be damp sand below.’

‘How the fuck would you know, soot face?’

Markham hit him then, using the flat of his blade. For a second the marine, shovel in hand, looked set to retaliate, but good sense stopped him, since the officer’s sword was lifted once more, this time with the sharp edge threatening him. But he did snort and spit before he started to dig, a long streak of dirty saliva, aiming it close enough to Bellamy so that the black man would know who it was intended for.

Rannoch’s voice was in Markham’s ear, earnest, but in no way anxious. They will not sit still, sir, when they see the first spade full of sand.’

‘I never thought they would, Sergeant.’ Markham called for his Hebes to gather round, then pointed towards the steep slope of the dune. ‘Dornan, lie back on the slope. Tully, you climb up him and do the same. We’ll make a human ladder to the top. If you get near the rim keep your musket out of sight. Everyone else on your knees, aiming for the fringes of sea grass on either side. If you see so much as a sandfly, shoot it.’

Pushing past the digging marines, Markham poked his nose round the side of the dune. He immediately drew fire, forcing him to pull back quickly. ‘Halsey, get your muskets trained on the opposite side of the gully, and put one round through the grass. Reload at the double. From where you are you’ll have a better view of the rim. Bellamy, any man not digging to do the same to the grass above Halsey.’

‘They won’t obey me, sir, if I tell them.’

‘They will if you learn to shout,’ Markham snapped. ‘Rannoch, a couple of grenades, if you please.’

Dornan had Tully’s feet on his shoulders. Hollick had clambered up them both, followed by Leech and one of the Seahorses, who was now very near to the top. Rannoch laid the fuse on one grenade in the firing pan of his musket, and fired, setting it alight. He waited until it burnt down a fraction, and, holding his arm out wide, lobbed it at the piles of gorse, some thirty feet away, before throwing himself back to avoid the blast. He was halfway through reloading his musket when the grenade went off, the thud of the explosion dulled by the effect of the soft ground.

‘Keep that up, Bellamy, in exactly the same way as Sergeant Rannoch. You might, if you can get it in the bush, be able to set the wood alight.’ Easing his pistols from his belt, Markham put one foot in the outstretched hands of Private Dornan. ‘Ready, Sergeant Rannoch?’

‘You cannot leave that black man in charge down here, sir,’ said Rannoch, softly but insistently, into his officer’s ear.

‘Why not?’

‘Well, first it is not right, and second they will likely shoot him before they ever aim a gun at a Frenchman.’

‘Take a close look. Bellamy is no fool. Look where he’s sitting.’

The Negro was at the rear of the digging Seahorses, his own musket resting on his knees, levelled at the straining backs of the party shovelling for damp sand. While he worked to set a grenade alight with Sharland’s weapon, his eyes were fixed on the men aiming their muskets at the dune above Halsey’s head. Even when he stood up to throw, he hardly took his eyes off his fellow Seahorses. Markham’s voice, hitherto friendly, suddenly became harsh as he responded to Rannoch, which had been a rare thing since the shared danger of Toulon.

‘And Sergeant, I will decide what is right, not you.’

‘Sir.’

The blue eyes had gone blank, and a look of dumb insolence spread across the Highlander’s face, which on the face of a man who had saved his life, made Markham feel ashamed.

‘You may stay here if you think it best,’ he added, though given that he was not one to apologise, he did so through gritted teeth. ‘As soon as I secure the rim, get the rest to follow me, and bring up the rear.’

‘What about the breastwork?’ asked Rannoch.

‘Bluff, just like the grenades. I want them to think we’re coming in the front door. But we’re not!’








Chapter three

It was impossible to clamber up without stepping on some sensitive part of the men who made up the human ladder, so Markham heard a goodly number of the curses usually only employed when officers were out of earshot. And he kept his eyes fixed firmly on his destination, every nerve strained for the first sight of the grass being moved by anything other than the gentle breeze. The salvo from Halsey came just as he saw the grass part, and the end of a musket protrude. The balls whistled harmlessly over the Frenchman’s head. Assuming that he had at least twenty seconds before those guns could reload, he stood upright, and leant over, his weapon aimed at the climbing redcoat officer.

Rannoch’s ball, fired from a mere twenty paces, took him in the middle of the face. The Brown Bess used a large-calibre ball, and being lead it expanded when fired. Even though the Frenchman was thrown back by the shot, Markham could see the way his face just caved in, a black expanding hole which suddenly went bright red at the edges, as his blood and brains were pushed out the sides of his shattered skull. Any attempt at gentleness was abandoned, and he heard Leech screech with pain as, searching for sudden purchase, his foot dug into the recumbent marine’s groin. Behind him he could hear the yells of rage as those following him copied his example.

Using his free hand, he grabbed at a thick tuft of grass just as another musket tip poked through. In their desire to stay concealed, the defenders had removed their bayonets, which was just as well, since a quick downward thrust would have speared Markham before he could raise his pistol. And the defender, instead of just firing as soon as he saw the British officer’s face, tried to elevate himself slightly to improve the angle of fire, which gave Markham the split-second he needed to pull himself up and fire at the hat. This time the ball took the Frenchman in the temple, but being smaller it left nothing but a small entry hole as the light of life died in the eyes.


Then Markham was on the top of the dune, lying flat so that the grass would afford him some protection. If he so much as got to his knees, he’d present a target to every French musket within range. That included those who still had Hanger and his men pinned down. In fact, even with half a dozen marines up here he was dangerously exposed, since the colonel seemed content to hold his position, and wait for the reinforcements now coming ashore.

The whoosh of the shell passing overhead made him push himself even further down into the soft sand, until, realising the direction of the shot, he turned his head towards the open sea.

The bomb ketches had come close in ahead of the second wave of soldiers, with one boat, a decorated captain’s barge, well to the fore. A solitary officer, a post captain, stood in the bows, telescope in his hand, clearly directing the fire, oblivious to the French cannonfire which was sending up great plumes of water around all three boats. Even at this distance, Markham was sure the captain, rather smaller than those close to him, was Nelson.

With springs on their cables, the bomb ketches, each with a pair of guns, were firing at differing targets, the deep boom of their mortars mingling with the counter-battery fire still being applied by the fleet to suppress the main French batteries. The one closest to the fort was aiming at a point between the Fornali and the landing ground, the probable route of any reinforcements. The other, which had fired the shot that had just passed over Markham’s head, was being used to support the assault, its first target aimed at what must seem, from the sea, to be the very northern tip of the marine attack.

The shell from the second gun was fired just after the first shot landed, making no more than a dull thud as it hit the sand. Then it went off, a great boom that sent a plume of grit, wood and pieces of rock into the air, into which the second shell dropped. That exploded before impact, and added human flesh to the mixture which still hung in the air. These mortars were the perfect weapons for the task, able to fire in a high trajectory over the attacking troops, with enough elevation to land lethally amongst the defenders.

His men, who had frozen at the first salvo, scurried on to join him, the last and youngest, Yelland, bearing a whole mass of belts buckled together. His hat tipped off as he fell forward, exposing the fine blond hair. Then he raised his handsome, innocent-looking countenance towards his officer, who had to remind himself, for the hundredth time, that this was probably the face of a double murderer.

‘That sambo’s notion, your honour,’ he gasped. ‘He took them off the Seahorses so we can pull the rest of the lads up.’

‘A good idea.’

‘Ain’t it, though. An’ here’s me thinking they was no smarter than tree-swingin’ apes.’

The next pair of mortar shells, fired together, swooshed over their heads again, to explode just below the backward slope of the dunes a mere fifty feet south. Even at that distance, with the blast driven up, they still felt it, a wall of sand-filled air that hit them hard enough to make everyone spin away.

‘Jesus Christ, that was close,’ hissed Hollick, who was busy trying to pull Leech up to the top.

Yelland had leant over to pass the makeshift rope to Tully, and was only saved from tipping back down the slope by Markham, who grabbed the youngster’s belt. Looking straight down he saw Rannoch, who was making no attempt to climb up to join them. Instead he was directing the remaining Seahorses, who were now throwing a continuous stream of dark brown sand out to form the required breastwork. The pile of gorse off to Markham’s left was well alight from grenades which Markham hadn’t even noticed go off, and Rannoch seemed too intent on the task in front of him to obey his orders.

In the time it took to get Dornan, as bovine as ever, up to the top, he was free to ponder on why his sergeant, whom he’d come to trust absolutely, had failed to support him. But such thoughts had to be put aside. The next salvo from the guns came nowhere near his party, having shifted along the beach towards Hanger and his men. If those shells had done any damage, the French would be disorganised. But not for long, and Markham knew that whatever had happened he’d still be outnumbered. Jumping to his feet, he yelled for his small party to follow, and ran for the point at which the dune sloped down again.

The sight that greeted his eyes nearly made him stop dead, aware of how lucky he had been. The low wooden palisade, well back from the dunes on the very edge of the treeline, behind which the enemy had been arranged, was blown asunder, bits of log mingling with the shattered bodies of the Frenchmen. Those who had survived were either crawling or staggering around in a daze, so taking the position was simple. But he shuddered as he contemplated what might have happened had that defence still been intact. He would have charged into full view, to be cut down for certain by a deadly, well-prepared salvo from the defending muskets.

Whatever Rannoch’s reservations had been about climbing up the dunes, he showed enough zeal in the way he led the rest of the men up the gully. The blast had raced through the gap, partially destroying the camouflage. He’d used bayonets to pull the flaming remainder clear, and as soon as there was sufficient space, charged through with Halsey at his heels. Even the Seahorses, their beltless coats flapping wildly, seemed imbued with the right spirit, screaming as they stumbled though the dense smoke, their feet slipping and slithering in the sand.

They too stopped when they saw the destruction visited on the French by those mortar shells. As the billowing fumes cleared, Markham was aware that Bellamy was missing. But there was no time to ask what had happened to him, not with battle still in progress. And the prospect of what he was about to do pleased him immensely, since it was clear that the main attack was still bogged down on the seaward side of the dunes.

‘Right, Rannoch, form the men up, and take them in amongst the trees. Spread out four abreast, and let’s see if we can outflank the enemy and save Hanger’s reputation.’

Said with a laugh, it was no joke when Markham and his men tried to implement it. The briefing he’d received aboard Hebe had not only been useless; it had been short and unpleasant. But one salient fact he could remember. Captain de Lisle had referred to the garrison numbers holding San Fiorenzo and Fornali as being barely more than a thousand men. With the fleet putting twice that number ashore at a point of their choosing, and able to bombard any position they wanted in support, there was enough reason to be sanguine. The enemy was required to split his forces, while the besiegers could concentrate theirs.

Not that Markham was in much doubt about the ability of the French troops to hold their ground where possible. They were mostly men who’d served in Royal regiments before the revolution, soldiers who had repelled an attack on the Mortella fort the previous year by some of the very same men they were facing now. And Lacombe St Michel, their commanding officer, had a reputation for terrier-like tenacity when it came to defending a position. Against that, the vicissitudes of three years of political turmoil should have weakened both their numbers and morale.

With a slight feeling of embarrassment, he recalled that meal aboard Agamemnon. Full of wine, he’d drunk the toast at dinner with gusto, as sure as his fellow guests that British arms could drive back a couple of French regiments, lock them into town and fort, besiege then overcome them, in a situation where they could expect no exterior assistance. But battling his way along the line of the dunes, using the tall pines on the edge of the forest for cover, Markham wasn’t quite so confident.

He sensed that whatever he’d been told about the enemy strength was faulty. No general in Lacombe’s position would risk his entire force outside the protection of his main defensive perimeter, which had to end at the Fornali fort. Yet not only did the defenders have parity, now that the landing site had been identified, but more troops could well be arriving, reaching the point where they might actually outnumber the attackers. Under Hanger’s command, the men on the beach had been content to wait for reinforcements. Yet they were being pressed with such force that they risked being pushed back, their sole support the mortar shells ranging up and down the beach.

All Markham and his men could do was probe on the flank, trying to pick off those holding the high ground above Hanger’s head. And it was bloody work. He lost two of the Seahorses, who lacked his own men’s battle experience, before they’d managed fifty yards, then found himself pinned down as the French, realising the threat, concentrated enough firepower against this attack to halt his advance - not difficult, given his limited, and diminishing, numbers.

‘Could we go further into the wood?’ asked Rannoch, his back pressed against a tree. The cover is thicker the more trees we have between them and us.’

Markham shook his head. ‘We must keep contact with the line of dunes. If we separate from that, the French will just cut us off and drive us so deep we’d be useless.’

There was no mistaking the sound of the approaching mortar shell, even if the sight of the huge black ball was obscured by the high canopy of trees. The barrage had shifted to the northern end again, and with the Hebes out of sight, the navy was laying down fire right on the perimeter of Hanger’s position. Every man in Markham’s party threw himself into the pine needles, covering his head with his hands as the projectile burst above and behind them. Even as he cursed the pain in his ears, Markham couldn’t blame the gunners. Their job was to support the landing, and as far as they knew the northern limit of the position was designated by the red coats of Hanger’s men on the beach.

The second salvo came over, driving them all, if that was possible, even deeper into the ground. Above their head, branches snapped, cracks that rent the air with enough force to drown out the popping of musket fire. Then whole trunks went, groaning like bereaved humans as they fell through the nearest trees, tearing off even more wood and foliage. Then silence descended. But it didn’t last long. The mortars shifted, landing now just ahead of their position, amongst what Markham hoped were the Frenchmen holding him up.

He was on his knees now, using a decent-sized trunk as cover, just about to order his men forward behind the guns, when Quinlan’s voice, a hoarse whisper, came from the very edge of the forest, the point where the line of the trees gave way to mixed pine needles and sand.

‘Party crawling along the top of the dunes, sir, in the long grass.’

‘Where?’ demanded Markham, spinning away from his own tree, then scurrying across to take a look, vaguely aware that Rannoch was following him.

‘Only saw the bugger’s hat. I think he lifted it to take a bearing.’

‘There will be more than one,’ said Rannoch.

It was logical. With more troops coming ashore, that gully had to be held. Rather than fight his way back to the head of it, the French commander was trying to sneak some men past them, probably enough to reconstruct a defence and nullify what Markham had achieved. Then he could keep them pinned down where they were, isolated and useless.

Markham felt stymied. The trees offered little help. They were like the birches that he remembered from fighting in Russia, lacking the lower branches which would make climbing them possible, so the notion of getting men and muskets level with the top of the dunes had to be discounted. Racking his brain for a solution, Markham glanced up at the sun filtering through the canopy, so thick that only a fraction of the light penetrated to the soft, pine-covered ground.

He tried to calculate the arc of those trees falling across the route of the Frenchmen. Certainly pines barring their line of advance would force them to expose themselves, but whoever among his own men wielded an axe, always assuming they had one, could hardly survive the salvos that would be aimed in his direction as he cleaved away at the resinous wood.

Even if it was no more than an attempt to bluff, he had to get his men in some kind of position where they could make their presence felt. His Hebes were well spread out, some level with him, but mostly behind and to his right. He could see Sharland hugging a tree, in close proximity to the remaining five Seahorses. Corporal Halsey was to the rear of them to make sure that they didn’t run if things got too hot.

‘Seahorses, move up alongside me to the left and spread out.’ It was infuriating the way Sharland hesitated, as though any command had to be filtered through his insubordinate brain before it could be obeyed. Even more annoying was the way the others were looking to him for guidance. ‘Quickly man!’

Rannoch gestured furiously, exposing himself to do so, then glared at Sharland as he ducked quickly back behind his tree. The musket balls that whipped through the still, warm air of the forest a split-second after he disappeared showed both in their accuracy and their number just how close they were to the enemy. One ball took a lump out of Rannoch’s tree, covering his head and shoulders in fine wooden chips.

‘I would say we are outnumbered,’ he called, calmly brushing his uniform coat as the Seahorses, taking advantage of the enemy’s need to reload, finally obeyed the command.

‘I doubt they’ll come for us,’ replied Markham grimly. ‘All they have to do is keep us where we are.’

‘Not if they are on both sides of us, sir,’ growled Rannoch, nodding towards the top of the dunes. ‘The colonists always tried to do that when they caught us in wooded country.’

Markham didn’t answer for a moment, reminded yet again of how little he really knew about the Highlander. He’d been a soldier a long time, and had served in the Americas before and during the War of Independence. And then there was that Mburnt into his thumb, the sign of a man who had been tried and convicted of manslaughter.

‘Some return fire, if you please, while the remainder of the men deploy. Two rounds through the trees to keep the enemy heads down.’


Sensibly, Rannoch ordered half the muskets to discharge, then the rest while the first section moved. Annoyingly, the men took no real aim, but just blazed away in the general direction of the target. Not that aiming was easy with a Brown Bess, which had a recoil like the kick of a mule. But Markham and Rannoch had spent a lot of time on that in Toulon, and the Hebes had seen what dividends could be gained from disciplined musketry. Now, it seemed, having been at sea for a few months, they’d forgotten everything they’d been taught.

The balls started to fly as soon as the first man moved, and what was intended as a smooth redeployment was instead an undignified scramble that fortunately passed without loss. With his men now strung out in a long line facing the dunes, Markham was left to ponder the difference between theory and practice. He had an enemy on his right, certainly more numerous than he’d originally supposed. In front was a wall of sand manned by Frenchmen who were above them, and would, unless stopped, take up positions on his left. The only way to put a definite check on the enemy was to attempt the near impossible, and get his men back on the top of the dunes to drive them back.

Logic demanded that, cut off from support, he withdraw to a position and try to mount a defence. But that would eventually be futile given the numbers he faced, leading to a ignominious surrender when either his ammunition expired or his casualties became unbearable. To stay here and do nothing would lead to just as much useless sacrifice, and he knew that the needs of the men about to land on the beach called for an assault, which, even if it failed, would occupy some of their potential opponents. It was hard to discern which was the lesser of the two evils. And there had to be a moment, given his past, when he examined his motives, to reassure himself that his reluctance to withdraw had no connection to his own vanity.

Duty demanded that they at least make the attempt. But one thing was certain. The first marine to try and scale the dunes would attract the fire of every French musket in range. It was not something he could bring himself to order any man to do, so he would have to do it himself.









Chapter four

He’d just put one foot out from behind the tree when the first field gun fired, the sharp crack of the discharge so very different from the great guns of either fort or ship. Markham span round as a second went off, followed fire as the whole battery sent a salvo of shells over the dunes. He listened for the sound of the explosion, dreading what he was going to hear, saddened when his fears were confirmed. There was no mistaking the noise of canister, an almost dull, popping sound compared to the reverberating boom of an explosive shell.

The second wave, the soldiers from the transports, must be coming ashore. General Lacombe had been shrewd enough to place his field pieces well back, far enough from the dunes to allow enough elevation to clear both them and the trees. And he’d kept them silent, till they could wreak havoc on a beach crowded with redcoats, doing terminal damage to the assault before the navy could deploy enough firepower to suppress his cannon. The wind which had carried them onshore, and had ruffled the top branches of the pines, seemed to have died away in the last quarter of an hour, becoming no more than a slight breath. A mystery to him, it was something which would make the sailors curse. Without it, they’d have the very devil of a task to get their ships inshore to aid the landing.

‘Attack coming,’ yelled Rannoch, raising his musket. Markham, following the line of the barrel, could just see the blue coats of the enemy as they moved from tree to tree in a line at right angles to the beach. A careful examination showed no great numbers, nor did they seem to be advancing as fast as they might.

‘Hebes, fall back and face,’ Rannoch continued. ‘Not one of you to fire until the order is given, do you hear me now? And we will have none of that blazing away regardless. Remember what you were taught, and discharge your weapons properly.’

‘What’s the state of our ammunition, Sergeant?’

Rannoch called on each man to report, which told Markham what he feared; that not one of them had more than ten rounds left, and several had only half of that. They could neither defend this position, nor mount a counter-attack that would not depend on bayonets, something suicidal given that they were a small band striking against the flank of what he knew to be a vastly superior force. All the time he was thinking, he never took his eyes off the French, who still seemed intent on drawing fire, rather than mounting an all-out assault.

‘They cannot keep that up forever,’ said Rannoch. ‘Permission to remind them that we have a sting, sir?’

‘Do you have the means?’

‘I always carry an extra ration of my own manufactures.’

‘Granted,’ Markham replied, as the second salvo from the field guns screamed overhead.

He watched as Rannoch moved back from his tree, towards another with a small bush at its base, which had somehow survived the lack of sunlight from above. Once there he lay down, elbow crooked, and settled himself, the barrel of his Brown Bess pushed hard back into his shoulder. He’d already picked his target, Markham knew that. Some poor sod who thought his dodging from tree to tree would keep him alive was about to pay the ultimate price of not varying his movements.

Rannoch was a remarkable shot. Not willing to rely on issued musket balls for his weapon, he cast his own. The Brown Bess he owned was old, a prized possession that the Highlander loved almost more than his life. With a stock shaped to fit his shoulder, and lead balls already tested through his own barrel, he was able to reduce the normal problems caused by the notoriously inaccurate Brown Bess musket. It fired a large-calibre ball, whose route to target was easily affected by windage which, with an improperly cast ball - the case with most standard issue - could carry the shot a dozen yards off true. It was a weapon designed to do better. But, typically, British officers marched their men so close to the enemy that accuracy didn’t count. Concentrated fire at close range, with reloading in twenty seconds, was the aim, therefore no attempt was generally made to improve effective long-range musketry amongst either land or sea forces.

Rannoch fired, the sound of his discharge drowned out by the shells flying overhead. But Markham saw the flash in the pan as the flintlock struck, plus, in the gloom caused by the forest canopy, the long streak of flame as the ball left the barrel. Turning to examine the result, he saw the French soldier, who had just reached the edge of the tree of safety. He jerked away from it like a rag doll, as Rannoch’s shot, which at something approaching eighty yards was practically point blank to the Scotsman, smashed into his chest.

The Highlander rolled behind the trunk at his right elbow long before anyone returned a shot, pushing himself up to his feet, his hands moving automatically to reload. Wormer in and out, cartridge ripped, powder and ball rammed home. Flintlock back, horn up and tipped into the pan, with the excess gently blown clear. Rannoch was back down, elbowing into position for a second shot, within twelve seconds. Markham knew it was that long, because he’d timed him before. And another Frenchman died because he didn’t think it could be done, so was standing out to fire in the gap when Rannoch killed him.

The movement of reloading was repeated, but this time Rannoch threw his hat behind the bush, then dropped down and rolled the other way, to the right of his tree, into the open. His third victim, who’d been waiting for him to appear, was showing no more than half his shoulder. But he moved out further, fatally, as he tried and failed to readjust his aim. His ball went way over Rannoch’s head. The shot the Highlander fired took off the Frenchman’s hat, and the top of his head with it.

‘Enough!’ Markham called, as Rannoch stood up again. But he didn’t reload this time. He shouted for the Hebes to stand by to fire, then stuck the barrel of his musket out to drag back his hat. The fusillade of shots that kicked up the earth close to the muzzle showed just how many of the enemy were poised, nervous fingers itching at triggers, eager for him to appear. Every gun that opposed them was aimed at his tree in anticipation of his next shot. But the reply didn’t come from there. As if to show they hadn’t entirely forgotten how to aim, the Hebes, judging by the number of human screams that rose above those of the shells, made the enemy pay from their concentration on Rannoch.

‘That was neatly done, Sergeant,’ said Markham.

‘It pays to learn from those you fight,’ the Highlander replied.

‘If you had ever seen service in the forests of North America, you would have seen a Jonathan do that in half the time. Not that officers were much given to education. They used to line us up on the roads in close order to return fire.’

A slight grin had become evident on his square face as he said those last few words, though he couldn’t keep the bitterness out of his tone. The sergeant didn’t like officers, a fact which he made no attempt to hide from his own.

Throughout Rannoch’s firing, Markham had been trying to imagine what was happening on the beach. If his impression was correct, then the French general had used his troops and artillery wisely. He could have employed them earlier, as soon as he’d seen the route of the landing. Instead, he’d held their fire until the main body of the attackers were committed, no doubt waiting till they actually began to land before letting fly with canister. The small deadly balls would scythe through the packed troops on the shoreline, while the infantry would make sure that any attack from the marines already up the beach was held in check. The whole landing was thus in jeopardy.

It was his turn to adopt a grim smile, recalling the one adage that would cross all borders as far as soldiers were concerned. That was the simple axiom that you could never do wrong if you marched towards the sound of the guns. But Markham had his own maxims, the greatest of which was to create surprise; to do that which the enemy least expected. They were facing a French officer who knew the redcoats were in a position which was, by the minute, becoming less tenable. He would anticipate withdrawal. The last thing he would expect is to see the redcoats heading off in a new direction, on a mission every bit as suicidal as an assault on the dunes. What could twenty men achieve against the whole French defence?

Markham knew it was madness. But he also knew it was necessary. Even if he could stop those field guns firing one or two salvos, and sacrificed everyone present to the task, he would be saving many more men on the beach. He was on the move quickly, taking advantage of the disorganisation that Rannoch had initiated and the Hebes completed, running across the face of the French, calling on his men to do likewise. Each move from tree to tree was accompanied by ragged, individual musket shots from an enemy that seemed, inexplicably, too shocked to react. That was a blessing which could not last. As soon as Markham thought them out of effective range he yelled for the party to form up more closely, using the sun, glinting through the trees above his head, to guide his course.

The line of forest wasn’t deep, and as they approached open country, Markham could see the hard-packed earth of a road that stood between them and the flat fields beyond, an artery that probably ran all the way along the rear of the French position. This had allowed Lacombe to deploy his field guns quickly opposite the chosen landing site. It said a great deal about the plan for the attack that, in the topography he’d been given before coming ashore, such a vital piece of information had not been mentioned.

There was no time to ponder on that, but it made him turn sharp left, and he called back for everyone to move quickly and keep a sharp lookout, before sending Yelland, his fastest runner, on ahead as point. Markham had no illusions about those he’d just faced. The officer who commanded them, always assuming that he wasn’t among the casualties, must guess his intentions. There was no reason for a small party of troops to head inland unless they were after the field guns, so the only chance he had of reaching them was to do so before the pursuit could get between him and his target.
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