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From the archives of the Comptrollerate-General for Scrutiny and Survey

THE
EMPEROR’S
GOLD


Introduction

Buried treasure is rare in historical research; I stumbled over the roots of this story by chance. During one stint of my career in the UK Ministry of Defence, I worked in the Old War Office Building, a striking, if not quite successful, piece of Edwardian grandeur on London’s Whitehall. A colleague piqued my curiosity by telling me that, if I visited the MoD library in Scotland Yard (the capital’s police took the name with them when they left 120 years ago, and now alas the library has gone too), I could find out who had occupied my impressively panelled office back when we had an Empire and Europe was collapsing into the First World War.

I was disappointed to read that I was not treading in the footsteps of some famous field marshal, but was instead the direct descendant of something called the Comptrollerate-General for Scrutiny and Survey. It didn’t even sound military. I soon forgot this dull bit of bureaucracy, whose members had, I imagined, spent the First World War shuffling papers and counting buttons while better men charged to their deaths in the charnel houses of the Somme and Passchendaele.

Then, eighteen months ago, I was trying to pull together a short story involving Christopher Marlowe, the sixteenth-century poet and playwright whose death in a bar-room brawl has long been assumed to be the result of his dabbling in the murky world of Elizabethan political intrigue. Among his activities in the days before his death was one brief interview – though it may dramatically have altered the course of his last hours – with a court official entitled… the Comptroller-General of Scrutiny and Survey.

Intrigued by this connection across the centuries, I went back to the War Office records. There, after a great deal of burrowing and thanks to two MoD librarians whose patience no number of lunchtime beers could ever repay, I found the remarkable archive on which this book draws.

The activities of the Comptrollerate-General for Scrutiny and Survey do not exist in regular records. The further one digs, the more it emerges as a very peculiar institution indeed. That we know anything about it is thanks to the extraordinary man who was its chief during the later part of the First World War. Colonel Valentine Knox was a classic product of that generation, perhaps the last in which it was possible to have a brilliant military career while being certifiably eccentric. After a spat with him in the Boer War, the young Winston Churchill had tried hard to destroy Knox’s career, but later, once the future prime minister had spent time in the trenches in 1915–16, he described him as ‘one man I would unthinkingly follow into hell itself, on the calculation that Satan would most likely have evacuated the premises, Knox having made them too hot for him.’ Knox was captured twice and escaped twice, active in every arm of the forces including the fledgling Royal Flying Corps, and was wounded with staggering frequency, the last time when he was blown up in Palestine single-handedly attacking an armoured car while on horseback. By the time he was made Comptroller-General – minus an eye and with a German bullet lodged permanently against his spine; some even credited him with a wooden leg – he was one of the most highly decorated, and least popular, men in the British army.

Knox had to fight hard to bolster the reputation of his ancient organization in the face of the new espionage departments that would later be known as Military Intelligence (5) and Military Intelligence (6). The best way to do this, he decided, was to bring together and quietly publicize whatever information he could find about the history of the Comptrollerate-General. Since Knox’s disappearance after the war – some ninety years ago – his archive has been collecting dust in the basements of the War Office and then the Ministry of Defence.

To have it in one’s fingers it is a thrilling flirtation with the past, from flowing Elizabethan parchment to florid Edwardian typescript, torn, scorched (like the three small pages catalogued as SS M/827T, which feature in this book) and in one case actually bloodstained. From this frustratingly sparse set of documents springs an astonishing institution: a secret department of the Crown, altering its shape and affiliation and even name over the years, bringing together soldiers, diplomats, entrepreneurs, misfits, fortune-hunters and not a few outright frauds, and active in every significant war and international crisis in British history for at least four centuries – always discreetly, usually unofficially, and often at the most precarious moments of national security.

I was keen to tell the story of this extraordinary organization, unknown to the general reader and underrated by professional historians even when they’d heard of it. However, a history of its centuries of existence will take much further research (I’m not even sure yet whether the Comptrollerate-General for Scrutiny and Survey is not, in some guise, still operating within the British armed forces or wider government machinery). The records of its individual operations are too fragmentary, and frankly too dry, to make books in themselves. But popular history writing today focuses more on human stories than it used to. Accordingly, The Emperor’s Gold, the first coherent product of my research, presents one of the organization’s operations as a piece of dramatic narrative rather than dry analysis. As well as being a bewildering tale of intrigue, it restores the significance of overlooked episodes such as the London riots of 6 August 1805, and throws new and remarkable light on the naval movements of that autumn, when Britain was within hours of invasion and defeat.

The strategic framework of events for this account is common knowledge. The detail is drawn directly from Knox’s archive of the Comptrollerate-General for Scrutiny and Survey, along with other relevant sources currently available (specific documents are referenced with the SS prefix, or equivalent; references are not given here for the many other documents that have contributed colour and background, including the notes and correspondence of Sir Keith Kinnaird). The exact play of dialogue and emotion is of course my conjecture, consistent with the data and tending, I hope, to illuminate rather than distort what happened. If my fictionalization of these incidental elements inspires the reader to their own investigation of the facts, then so much the better.

R.J.W., February 2010


THE SEA

 

A shipwreck is a roaring machine of destruction.

The schooner’s bow was wedged in a cleft of rocks now, thrown up by a muscular shove of the sea; her spine was broken, and the clawing of the waves around the carcase was pulling her apart. Giant breakers threw bursts of destruction back and forth over upper decks long stripped of men and cargo. Before she had been sleek, a creation shaped for speed. Now, held up at an angle, twisted and collapsing, she was ugly and unnatural. The quarterdeck smoothed by the tread of captains was submerged, planks a jagged edge in the shark’s mouth of the sea. The figurehead that had cut through the oceans reared up stupidly and askew, punched and taunted by the waves. The great beams that had eased the schooner’s glide through the water now heaved and broke under its pressure. The hidden collapse of a deck or the extinction of a pocket of air created an irresistible suction on the surface, a sudden explosion of spray. Each sweep of water cleared more detail from the decks; each surge of the sea wrenched at the violated structure. A charge of breakers rushed the stern; another vast twist, and a mast snapped. It toppled tired and silent, dragging down the yardarm and a mane of rigging before disappearing in the froth. Roaring out of the furnace in swoops and punches, the wind plunged down to snatch ropes from cleats and tear sails from their yards, to dance and snap away in the bilious sky. Out in the darkness of the sea, casks and spars bobbed and disappeared. Somewhere, a last living body lost its air and flailed, sluggish, to nothing. Just the skeleton of the schooner was left now, to be swallowed piece by piece by the foam.

It happened only in black and white, and a sick flickering of grey and green that shifted between them under the helpless moon.

This little destruction of man’s conceit, the tiny human tragedies swilling around the drowned decks, was only a detail. The storm was born in the unknown distance of the ocean, in the disordered stomach of the elements. Out from a thousand miles of midnight the water charged the land, heaving up in crests and spouts that wrestled and fell, lurching open in whirlpools that sucked back the waves around them, the sea eating itself with grey tongues. There are few havens on this extreme stretch of the English coast; unnamed miles of slate cliff mark the land’s front line with the water. Off their base lurk molars of rock, maddening the currents and dooming generations of men. Still the pistons of the sea drove it on, to hurl itself at the land at last, to climb the cliffs and detonate in clouds of spray. Then it fell back, the surf scrabbling around the cliff-foot for a hold, its fingers finding every cleft, milk spattering on the rock. An eternity of reinforcements galloped behind, rank after ominous rank in the abysmal, screaming night. Within the din of the storm, the crunching of the sea’s jaws on the wreck, the collapse of timbers, there was no human sound at all.

Far up on the cliff, Jessel watched the savagery wide-eyed. He’d seen it before; there was a kind of thrill at nature’s terrible power. But even he felt human for a moment and, hunched in a sodden cloak with frozen limbs and drenched hair and eyes flinching against the driving rain, lost high above the roaring shambles of the sea, to feel human was to feel very small.

Down in the little fishing village, where the storm wind whined and whooped through the roof slates and threw blasts of spray down the narrow streets, Parson Trewint looked out into the darkness of the bay, leaning into the gusts with his arm thrown up against the violence of wind and water. As clergyman, he muttered a prayer to an indifferent God to bring his parishioners through the maelstrom. As local Magistrate, he frowned at the thought of tomorrow’s damage, of the disputes over fallen chimneys and scattered lobster baskets, of the scuffling over debris deposited on the beach once the storm had blown itself out and the sea receded. And as a man, widowed, exiled and forgotten in this mean extremity of the world, he wondered about the terrifying and lonely deaths of the men on the schooner, far out along the cliffs and surrounded by brutal, vengeful nature in fullest flood. Now, surely, they were all gone, just so much driftwood and grit in the retching of the sea. The Parson let his arm fall, stared out into the storm, then turned and hurried home through the slippery alleys.

But miraculously, out of the fatal desert of the sea, out of the inhuman carnage of the dying ship, out of the clutch of the waves, there came a man, an unconscious, bloodied man found on the rocks, white and still. Some freak of providence had thrown and wedged him there, some carelessness of the sea had let him go undrowned. Two children saw him in the dawn, approached warily, and began to peck at his clothes for trinkets while the gulls waited overhead. But the sea had left nothing except rags on him and, as they scrabbled, the dead face flickered and gave a shallow cough, and they scrambled away over the rocks.

Parson Trewint carried the body in himself with his servant, a cloth over the face and the sea mist still hanging cold in the streets. Word had come from London, by the usual means, for just such a man. So to those few who saw or heard of the body from the sea, Parson Trewint put out that he was dead after all. He sent word back, locked himself in his house on the edge of the village, and tended the ghostly figure alone. On the second day there came a message, and on the second night a coach and two horses, to a certain oak a short way up the valley. Long after midnight, the Parson and the coachman carried the unconscious body along the hedges to the oak, and grappled it into the coach. The coachman bowed to the Parson, jumped up onto the box, and whipped the horses away into the night.

Not a word had been exchanged. The Parson listened for a moment to the eerie rhythm of hooves and wheels, invisible and growing fainter, brushing at the mud and leaves on his cloak. Then he turned away and began the awkward tramp down to the village.

A day later word came back to the Parson, by the usual means, that the man had died, died for a third and final time, somewhere on the journey. And his existence – and the name he might once have had, and the life he might once have had – passed first into memory, and then into nothingness, while the waves still beat on the fragments of the ship on the cliffs, and ground the rocks themselves to dust.
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On the western edge of the mainland of Europe, the soldiers were awake and polishing long before the sun had risen out of Asia to join them. A full two hours before dawn, the first shouts of the veteran Sergeants had started to soar across the acres of the encampments and challenge the cockerels. Quickly the Corporals were up and shouting too, hurrying through the tents with practised curses and shoves of scabbard or boot. Soon the buzz of the army began to rise, a swarming of metal on metal and skin on leather and the hum of expectant voices. Black leather was burnished to a mirror’s gleam, white uniforms brushed to an impossible purity in the sea of mud, plumes dusted and moustaches trimmed and buttons fastened and buckles clasped and horses combed and cannon hitched and swords sharpened. In the streets of Boulogne, while the civilians drowsed and wondered vaguely at this distant military bustling, only the occasional chatter of hurrying boots disturbed the silence, as here and there an officer hurried to camp in the half-light, sword not properly buckled and a couple of coins left behind on a pillow.

It was the same all along the coast. It was the same at Étaples, destroyed more than once by the English over the centuries and now home to a whole army corps. It was the same at pre-historic Wimereux. The same at Ambleteuse, where the Romans and the Saxons had embarked for their invasions, and where the estuary had now been re-routed in preparation for yet another. In all of these places, ships were gathering in widened and deepened harbours, against brand-new breakwaters, and on the beaches men were exercising, as numerous and certain as the waves. This was the greatest army in the world, one hundred thousand strong, and this was to be one of its greatest days.

By dawn, the first of the regiments were ready on parade. As the minutes and then the hours passed, the numbers and the colours multiplied. A forest of a thousand muskets sprouted from every blue-and-white fusilier battalion. Next to them came the bearskins and moustaches of the grenadiers, and then the dark blue uniform of the light infantry, and the yellow plumes of the voltigeurs. Then cavalry, the skittering horses of the arrogant hussars; the solid green wall of light cavalry uniforms, and the brass-and-iron helmets of the heavy; the glorious red and green and gold of the horse chasseurs of the Guard. Finally, striding towards the front came the long blue coats and high bearskins of the grenadiers of the Old Guard, the proudest infantry regiment in the army, and by extension the finest on earth. Six feet tall, and a veteran, a man had to be to join the grenadiers. The Old Guard looked down on Europe.

Steadily, inexorably, the parts of the machine meshed together. One after another, the regiments advanced, wheeled, came to a halt, adjusted and settled, one after another across the vast coastal plain until its greens and browns disappeared under the sea of white and blue and red and the gleaming metal ready to throw back the rays of the sun. A tenth of a million individual spirits disappeared, the flat accents of the industrial north and the twang of the southern mountains, all of the morning’s cursing and complaining and chattering and bragging, every ache of head or heart or groin or foot, each spark of imagination or homesickness, all dissolved in the discipline of the organism.

The organism waited: first cold, then stiff, then increasingly hot and stiff. Waited without caring, because they knew they were the best in the world and because today was a celebration of the fact. Waited without caring, because they knew they had been brought to that peak of professionalism, and brought to this narrow strait of sea, for a glorious purpose. Waited without caring, because he was coming.

In the distance, on the Paris road, rose a cloud of dust and the faint sound of cheering. Once detected, the tumult swept rapidly closer to the perfect horde laid out on the plain. Ears strained under bearskins to pick out the cheering, and eyes flicked furtively sideways in the rigid faces as they glimpsed the dust.

At the junction on the edge of the city where the Paris road turned and began to drop down to the harbour, a rare flash of official humour had added a new signpost. The wooden finger pointed straight out over the city towards the sea. It read simply: ‘To England’.
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‘Tom Roscarrock.’

Dimly, heavily, still fighting up through the waves.

‘Your name is Tom Roscarrock.’

Great fat mounds of water shouldering him down into the darkness.

‘You are Tom Roscarrock.’

Far, far above him: moonlight on the water, a flickering promise of heaven, but he was so cold now, so deeply and permanently cold.

‘Listen to me: you are Tom Roscarrock.’

His own arms wallowing uselessly around him in the dark heavy sea, head straining and aching.

‘Tom—’

Then the huge smack of a beam thrown against his head by the waves, a fat jolt of dumbness that staggered his mind. ‘No!’

‘Yes. You are Tom Roscarrock, and you are a dead man.’

[image: image]

In the autumn of 1769, a second son was born to a minor member of the gentry of the island of Corsica, a backward wasteland of boulders and bandits that its French masters viewed with a mix of superiority and distaste. A year earlier, the boy wouldn’t even have been French, but Louis XV had just acquired the island, so French he was. He went to religious school in France and then military academy, where his fellow students laughed at his accent and his spelling. He was thought likely to make a good sailor, and considered applying to the British Royal Navy, but went on instead to an unremarkable career as an artillery officer in the royal army of France.

Then the country collapsed in revolution and Napoleon, son of Carlo Buonaparte, returned to Corsica to fight for liberation from Paris. But allegiances were mobile and opaque in those unsteady times, even on the rocks of Corsica: Napoleon got himself promoted to Captain in the French army, despite having led a riot against it as a Corsican Lieutenant-Colonel; he broke with his nationalist friends, had to escape back to France, published some revolutionary writing, made influential acquaintances. Then, when the port of Toulon revolted against the Revolution, it took the eye of the young artillery scholar to spot the critical piece of ground that dominated the city and turned the battle. From the Cairo hill, with the cannon soot thickening the blood of those who had fought for the summit, the military legend of Napoleon was launched.

Now the Corsican gunner was an emperor, emerging through the slaughter of the Revolution to the greatest power, and the greatest triumph, that any Frenchman – perhaps any man in the history of the world – had ever known. He’d transformed the chaos into disciplined victory. He’d transformed social disintegration into a national pride never before seen. Now, on the Boulogne plain, the dust cloud coughed out a figure in white, and the trumpeters of all the regiments of this undefeated army barked their acclaim.

He rode like a soldier in the exhilaration of triumph, not trotting sedately to a review but charging across the plain impatient for new glory. Two thousand drummers began the insistent musket chatter of the call to arms as their Emperor raced to the sea. Three hundred picked horsemen galloped with him, his personal escort, the elite of France. They rode as bodyguard, but in truth their greatest claim to honour was being deemed worthy to follow most closely the little man who had transfixed Europe.

The plain erupted in smoke as the cannon roared their respect into the sky, each one belching out its powder and staggering back on its wheels under the recoil, a hundred plumes of smoke and fire that billowed out towards the sea, one after the other in perfect synchronization. The plain rang with the frantic pealing of all Boulogne’s church bells. At last the Emperor’s party reached the centre of the parade, a new tumult of dust swarming up as three hundred horses stuttered to a halt and turned in the heart of the human amphitheatre, and with one final explosion of sound the whole army came to the salute in front of their living god.
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From the edge of some barren, primaeval dream came sound, waves washing and crashing in the darkness, and then somehow sharpening into the harsher noise of human voices.

‘Welcome back, Mr Roscarrock.’

The other voices were muffled, distant – outside.

‘I thought we might have lost you after all. You’re a stubborn body, aren’t you?’

This voice was sharper, nearer, needling him in the pinched, dull accents of a Lowland Scot.

‘Come along, Mr Roscarrock. Are you with us now?’

The voices outside were shouting – shouting something, what? – and then roaring a mob’s approval.

‘Come along now.’

His eyes flicked open suddenly, large and brown and staring up at the source of the words. Standing over him, appraising him, was a tall man in his fifties. Dark eyes were set hard into the gnarled old face like slate on the sand, and they widened in interest at the new sign of life beneath them.

‘There you are, Mr Roscarrock.’

His eyes closed in a heavy frown, and his head sank deeper on the pillow. ‘I’m not – you keep saying that, but my name’s not Roscarrock.’ The hoarse assertion came out doubtful, a headache in his drowned mind.

‘What you think you remember is irrelevant now. Now you are Tom Roscarrock.’

Into the silence came a single clear shout from outside – ‘Blood!’ – and the mob roared its agreement.

Feebly: ‘What’s going on out there?’

The old Scot shook his head dismissively. ‘Food riot. Three mangy labourers and a cow. They do these things better in town.’

As if in protest at his scoffing, the crowd outside roared again at something.

‘I’m not—’

‘No!’ The angular figure whipped round, grabbed a chair, pulled it forwards and folded itself down until their faces were only two feet apart. ‘We cannot have this conversation more than once. You have so much to learn, and so little time. The first, the most important, thing is this: everything you think you know… has gone. It does not exist.’ The bony shoulders relaxed, but the voice dropped lower and still more earnest. ‘You died in a shipwreck, young man. We have seen to that. As that dead man, you have no future; you must forget the past as well. For now, there is only Tom Roscarrock.’
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Not since Julius Caesar had brought his legions to this same beach, and pointed them across the English Channel to the same promise of glory, had the world seen an army like this of Napoleon. Born in the ferocious defence of revolutionary France, hardened in the campaigns into Holland and Switzerland and Italy, again and again into the patchwork of German states, and across the sea into Syria and Egypt, it was fired with a certainty and a unity that the world had not known before: these men weren’t fighting for pay, or for some distant king who despised them; they were fighting for the idea of a nation – their nation.

The army was more than Frenchmen too. In its forays across Europe and into Africa, the army of France had gathered troops from half a dozen lands, Germans, Georgians and Greeks, and bright fierce Mamelukes from Egypt with turbans and evil scimitars. Now Napoleon had brought these exotic importations to the opposite end of the Continent, from the endless summer of the Mediterranean to the dour grey straits leading north. He distilled the experience and variety of all these men into a new army with a new name and a new idea: this was the Army of the Ocean Coasts, and it was created with one intent.

Today the Emperor had come to celebrate his creation. For this spectacular occasion he had devised a spectacular symbol: a new medal, a new brotherhood – the Légion d’Honneur – and two thousand men would receive it from the hands of the Emperor himself. Two thousand pairs of boots stepped forwards across that long day, some with capes and swords sweeping beside them, most tramping up the wooden stair with mud on their soles and a heavy musket at their side. Each one of these men, from the Marshals of France to the trembling foot soldiers, felt the pressure of the Emperor’s hand on his chest as the Légion was presented. Some – and it was more usually the grizzled Sergeant of the Guard than his young officer – heard private words from the great man, saw his dark eyes looking up into theirs, felt his arm on their shoulder, an affectionate pull of his fingers at their ear. ‘I’ve seen you, eh Sergeant?’ ‘We’ve come a way from Marengo, have we not, old friend?’ ‘Honour France with this, my son.’ Strong hard men with grey moustaches and often-wiped bayonets climbed down from the podium with tears pricking their weathered cheeks.

This was not the launch of the invasion; this was merely a morning’s parade – but one of a scale and a grandeur never before witnessed.

The people of Boulogne and its surrounding villages and farms turned out in their thousands to watch. The rich – dark-coated merchants and their crisp white wives – sat in carriages looking down onto the plain. The poor deserted their fields and milled around in wonder at the spectacle. The city’s shop owners, the innkeepers, the tailors and seamstresses, the speculators, the gamblers, the con men, the card sharps, the thieves and the washerwomen and the whores, all who prospered in the shadow of the army, came to give thanks. History had washed back and forwards over Boulogne with the Channel tides, and the city had known occupation and destruction from all sides, and every kind of language spoken in its streets and towers. But this new Emperor and his voracious army and their colourful triumph and noisy glory meant prosperity, no doubting it. Boulogne knew a good thing when it saw it.
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Every attempted movement sent spasms of pain across the muscles of his torso. Even shifting his eyes made his temples burn. He lay still under the sheet and the musty blanket, trying to feel and count his limbs between shallow breaths. His eyes probed cautiously around their bloodshot confinement.

The shouting from outside penetrated most clearly from a single window high in one wall of the room. The room was bare – whitewashed, but a very long time ago. The room was unfurnished except for his bed, one table, and one chair. The room’s shape and the quality of the noise from outside suggested an attic. The only light came from a lantern. To the little window again: it was dark outside.

His whole body was exhausted, every muscle stupid and spent. His brain was heavy and slow, and a faint nausea lurked in his gut.

The gaunt Scotsman was still talking.

‘These are strange and unholy times, Mr Roscarrock. Desperate times. And desperate times need desperate men. That’s where you come in.’

Outside, the single raised voice was building to an indistinct climax, and he nodded towards the sound.

‘I don’t mean these hotheads, with their penny-pamphlet liberties and their little groups of hungry followers. There’s deeper work than that for you. We’ll talk again.’ He stood up. ‘For now, just know that your world, your existence, has shrunk to this room and this strange man who stands before you talking madnesses. This is all that you are, Mr Roscarrock, and all that you will be.’

The voice outside peaked in a single high call, and was met with cheering. Riding the noise, it began a rapid call and response, and with each question the mob bellowed a ‘No!’ with ever greater volume and excitement, until all the voices merged in one climactic roar of animal intent.

The Scotsman turned his face towards the window, and cocked his head at the sounds of protest as if able to gauge their character and threat. Then he looked back to the bed.

‘I have strange and unholy work for you, desperate work.’ He smiled the same thin smile. ‘But first: get some sleep. You’re in no state to listen or to talk, certainly not to work. And work you must.’

Painfully, from the bed: ‘I can’t walk.’

‘You’ve twenty-four hours to recover.’

‘Twenty—’

‘The protest’s breaking up. Things’ll quieten now, and you’ll not be disturbed. But they’re gathering again tomorrow, and it’s not safe for you to be in one place for long.’

‘Why—’

‘I’ll return at the same hour tomorrow. By then you must be rested and ready to move.’ He gestured to a mound under a cloth on the table. ‘There’s food enough for you, and water. Eat. Sleep. Build your strength now, mind.’ He turned away, and then back, and when he did one half of the leathered face twisted up. ‘I’m afraid I must lock you in for those twenty-four hours, Mr Roscarrock.’ The face hardened to stifle the protest from the bed, an attempt to rise that ended in a hiss of pain. ‘Not so much that you’d get out, but that others might find their way in.’ There was a thin smile now that didn’t touch the eyes. ‘Treat it as a period of experiment, by all means, Mr Roscarrock. You’ll be well enough to move soon, I’m sure, and no doubt you could find a way to draw attention to yourself or even break out of here.’ He stepped in towards the bed and his thin arm reached out slowly, followed by the fevered eyes from the pillow. The bony fingers extended, and gripped a shoulder through the sheet sharply enough to bring a gasp of discomfort. ‘But the chances are better than evens that you’ll die for it. And if you die, be sure that many others may die as well.’ The little eyes were fierce, glaring down at the pale bewildered face beneath them. ‘Rest, you hear, Roscarrock? You’ll need to.’

Then he was gone, with quick and silent movement and the delicate click of the lock behind him. Outside, the shouting was dispersing into chattering, occasional harsh laughter, and movement away. From the bed, an arm rose in an instinctive animal desire to communicate, then fell again as the agony of the wrecked muscles flamed across shoulder, back and chest. There was a mute gasp of pain, and the eyes flickered, and soon there was unconsciousness again.
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Two millennia before, the fields of northern France had rumbled and rung with Roman leather and metal on Roman feet and arms. As the beaches grew busier with timber and axe, and small craft were knocked together and started to come and go from Boulogne with reports of the sea or cargoes of fish and apples from along the coast, the Romans built a lighthouse on the cliff above the town. Its flickering through the fog was the last glimmer of civilization over the shoulders of the legionaries setting out across the unfamiliar element for the barbarian island that marked the edge of the world.

Now the tower had become its own memorial, one grey wall on a shaped mound, the rest of the stones borrowed over the centuries for roads and walls and houses. But this was still a place for a man to look across the strait and wonder, and some of the stones had found their way into the foundations of a new tower.

After the elation of the day, the homage of the army that was his greatest achievement, the noise and the colour and the sheer power that was in his hand as it had been in no other man’s before, the Corsican rode up towards the clifftop in silence. Always, on his flank, was the sea. Before he would have seen it as a mere factor on a battlefield, would have gauged its potential for benefit or challenge as if it were a forest or a marsh or an approaching column of cavalry. Now it was an obstacle, a measureless wall, watching him as much as he watched it. And as the land rose, the sails of the English blockading squadron became visible.

He dropped from his horse, dismissed his bodyguard and attendants without glancing at them, and stalked into his eyrie alone. Most of the structure was a single chamber, built high around a conference table, walled with maps of the sea and the English coast in every possible perspective and scale. Today the Emperor strode past them unseeing. In a corner of the room was a telescope on a tripod, as tall as its owner and focused permanently on his enemy.

He put his head down to the eyepiece, and the image of the English coast filled his sight as it so constantly and restlessly filled his mind.

There was a cough behind him. The Emperor kept his head down over the telescope, and there was no further interruption to the silence.

‘I used to love the sea, Fouché,’ he said eventually, still bowed over the image of the English Channel.

He stood straight suddenly, with a great hiss of in-taken breath. Through the window, the water was still there, and he continued to watch it. ‘I’m an islander. I grew up in boats. For a time, I wanted to be a sailor.’ He shook his head, almost a shiver. ‘Now, it opposes me. It mocks me.’

He turned to face his silent listener. ‘Show me one face of a hill and I will describe to you its other; I will tell you everything about its soil and its rock and what a column of men or a squadron of horses may do on it. Show me a hill, with a forest on my other flank and a league of firm ground between them, and I will create a masterpiece. But this!’ – he gestured two or three times with an angry thumb over his shoulder, voice more shrill and echoing off the ceiling – ‘this… this great grey parade ground, wind and rain and nowhere for a man to stand steady, this is an element for gamblers, or for witches; not for a general.’ He gave another theatrical shiver.

The man in front of him was tall and thin, pale yellow hair scraped over white skull. Throughout the Emperor’s performance he remained still, face impassive, eyes unblinking. Now his Master was staring up into those eyes with something like resentment, and prodding him three times in the chest.

‘And you, my Fouché, the most feared, the most ruthless man in all France, you are supposed to be… easing me of this burden.’

Fouché spoke slowly, steadily, carefully. ‘I understand Your Excellency’s concerns, even though I have none of your grasp of grand strategy. But England is weak. Her army is a rabble. Her people are starving and restive. Her oppressed Irish subjects are on the edge of revolt. And the heart of her society is weakened by intellectuals who are more attracted by our own ideals of liberty and fraternity than they are by their corrupt and decaying monarchy.’

Bonaparte had begun to scowl halfway through this recital, and now he brushed away its conclusion with an impatient hand and strode away round the conference table.

‘You and your idealism, Fouché! What advantage is this fraternity?’ He reached the telescope, shoulders hunched and fingers rattling along the tabletop in exasperation. ‘You slaughtered a thousand protesters with cannon, Fouché, but did you ever sink a single British ship?’ He turned his head back. ‘Where is this weakness? Can I see it? How is it of use to me? The English fleet is still out there, bottling my ships up in harbour. I am forced to sit here, the countryside infested with General Metz and his Royalist sympathizers. A few fat philosophers and some starving Irish peasants – is that all you have for me?’

Fouché took a step forwards, his voice still rationed. ‘Excellency, you know the power and reach of my Secretariat.’ Bonaparte scowled again. ‘Excellency, you look at a stretch of terrain and you plan your battle accordingly.’ The scowl died, the dark eyes watching. ‘For me, England’s decayed society is my battlefield. I look at its divisions and its frailties and its sins, just as you look at a river or forest or marsh when planning your victory. I have the agents in place to stir unrest in any corner that I choose. I can turn London inside out. I will exploit England’s own vulnerabilities and I will paralyze her. Excellency, by the time the English realize what is happening to them, I will see you dining in Windsor Castle.’

Bonaparte gazed at Fouché for several moments, warily. Then he bent again to the eyepiece. The blank, bright face of the English cliffs leapt into his vision. Was it his fancy, or could he make out the figures of his enemies on the green crests?
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On the evening of the 12th of July, with the moonlit clouds sitting watchful on the hills to the west, Joseph McNamara came for his third and final protest meeting in the town of Tiverton. Again he stood up on a cart outside the Magistrate’s house, and again he gathered around him a hundred disgruntled local people. Interspersed among the locals were a number of McNamara’s associates, men with zeal in their hearts and weapons in their pockets. The Magistrate was known to be away in London for the month, his house here on the edge of the town tended only by disinterested servants. It was an ideal location to preach a little sedition, to prompt some limited destruction of property without risking the kind of excess that could send a man to the gallows, and perhaps to provoke the authorities into some anti-democratic repression of these innocent peasants, standing dumbly in the mud and the flickering torchlight with their empty bellies and incoherent anger.

Government spies would report that McNamara pursued his usual rhetorical course: a passionate, pseudo-legalistic blending of complaints against the Government, the rich, the King, the brutal magistracy, the unrepresentative Parliament, and the impossibly high price of bread for an honest man with a family to feed.

He was ten minutes in, enjoying a favoured diversion on the monstrousness of the fat Admirals directing the current, unnecessary war against the liberty-loving French using flour to powder their wigs while poor men could be using it for bread, when the Scotsman slipped through the shadows on the other side of the house and made his way up to the attic.

When he went in, locking the door behind him, the figure on the bed was still, with closed eyes. The lantern burnt dim on the table, leaving black patches on the hollows of the face. The Scotsman watched for a moment with narrowed eyes. Then he walked softly around the room, as if not wishing to disturb the sleeping man. He lit a candle, scanned the table, sauntered to the window, returned to the door. At every step he glanced over to the silent form on the bed.

After a minute he approached, pulled the chair away against the wall, and sat down.

‘Not bad, Mr Roscarrock,’ he said softly. The eyes were alive with something like pleasure. ‘Really not bad at all.’

There was no response from the bed.

‘I’ll have to ask you to cease your pretence of sleep now, for we’ve business to talk. I’ve no intention of coming near enough to let you at my throat with the Magistrate’s breadknife. In any case, a young, fit man like you – you can kill me whenever you choose.’

Slowly, the brown eyes opened and gazed warily at the older man. An arm appeared from under the sheet, then the hand, and finally the yellow glint of a blade.

‘Dressed too, I see,’ the older man said as the figure on the bed threw off the covers and sat back against the wall. ‘I’ve some boots for you once you’re ready to—’ He stopped as he caught sight of a wrapped bundle under the bed. ‘Good, Roscarrock. You’ve saved some food to travel as well, haven’t you? I hope the Magistrate doesn’t miss his pillowcase. And you’ve used the knife to prise out the nails from the window frame and to loosen the lock; you gave yourself two ways out, however it went between me and your blade.’ The dark eyes ran over the man on the bed, and then the floorboards. ‘The dust’s well disturbed hereabouts; I’d say you’ve been exercising your body as well. How do you feel? Are you ready?’

‘As you say: I can kill you whenever I choose.’

‘Feel free, Mr Roscarrock.’ The face cracked into a yellow grin.

The figure on the bed stretched himself into a straighter sitting position, and weighed the haft of the knife. ‘I’d say we’re about equal now: I don’t know what’s happening, and right now you can’t do anything about what’s happening.’

‘I’m not such an old cripple as that, but for the sake of discussion I’ll agree with you.’

‘I want answers.’

‘For the most part, I’ve only questions. But you may try me.’

There was silence from the bed, then a darkening frown, and the old Scot smiled. ‘Isn’t that the way of it? You find yourself in a position of power and don’t know how to use it.’

‘All right. Who are you?’

‘I am Sir Keith Kinnaird.’

Again, wary silence from the bed. ‘As simple as that? How do I know that’s the truth?’

‘You don’t. As it happens, it is true, but I admire your instincts.’

‘And what are you?’

‘I am a senior official in the Comptrollerate-General for Scrutiny and Survey.’

‘I’ve never heard of it.’

‘No, you haven’t. We’re not in the news-sheets, Mr Roscarrock.’ The gnarled face leant forwards and the lips pulled back into the grin. ‘An organization that does not exist, for a man who does not exist. Aye, you’ll fit in fine.’

‘What is this… Comptrollerate-General?’

Sir Keith Kinnaird sat back in the chair. ‘The Comptrollerate-General for Scrutiny and Survey is whatever it wants to be. Don’t ask me when it started, because no one knows anymore. It is centuries old, at the least. And don’t ask me what it does, because that’s forever changing.’ The face darkened. ‘It may indeed have changed without my knowing of it. Roscarrock, we’ve been ruled by Saxons, Danes, Normans, Welshmen, Germans, and even’ – he flashed his teeth again – ‘some noble and misunderstood Scots. But for a thousand years, wherever the ruler came from, this country has enjoyed a coherence, an essential stability, and – barring the odd upset – a constant system of government.’ He waved a dismissive hand. ‘Ministers, governments, even kings come and go; the Comptrollerate-General will endure.’

A wary shake of a head still lost in the waves. ‘I don’t… where are we?’

‘In the Magistrate’s house in Tiverton – in the County of Devonshire.’

A nod to the noise outside the window. ‘And did you mean for us to be in the middle of a riot?’

A smile. ‘The empty house suits their purposes and ours. As long as they don’t burn the place down, we’ll be fine, and Mr McNamara will distract attention nicely.’

‘You’re very – wait… distract whose attention?’

The Scotsman nodded. ‘That’s the sort of question you should be asking, Mr Roscarrock.’

‘And it’s the sort of question you should be answering, Sir Keith bloody Kinnaird, if you’d rather I didn’t cut your throat and disappear.’

‘Young man, your course is set once you leave this room, whether or not you leave me dead behind you. Like it or not, you are involved with the Comptrollerate-General. I’ve gone to great lengths to protect this meeting, to give you the best chance, but…’ He watched the face on the bed absorbing this, and a mean smile flicked across his own. ‘Not the England you recognize, lad?’

‘So what am I doing in this? And why—’

‘A man with a past is a man whose loyalties are known, a man whose vulnerabilities are known. Too often, a man with a past is a man whose future is known.’ The Scot leant forwards. ‘For a man to be a success in this trade, Roscarrock – even just to survive – he must be infinitely flexible. Do you know anything about China?’

A scowl from the bed. ‘What? No. I never sailed beyond Spain.’

‘A very wise and patient people, and great philosophers accordingly. In this trade, Roscarrock, a man must sometimes use the force of his character to achieve results, but very rarely his identity. Show your identity and you are immediately restricted: slower, and clumsier. You must learn to move through this world without tripping over your own self. Follow its currents. Use them. Surely you understand that metaphor.’ He caught the expression from the bed. ‘It would be too much to expect you to be a philosopher as well. Be like the sails of your ship, Roscarrock: use the wind to take you where you want to go, even though you cannot change or control the wind. You will be a mystery, and occasionally perhaps a surprise. That may be of use.’

‘This is all madness.’

‘Yes, young man.’ Kinnaird said it as if it was obvious, and stood up impatient. ‘It is, and if you were capable of seeing out of your smelly hold of old fish and smuggled trinkets, you’d know it. A few tens of miles across the shortest and shallowest of sea channels, all human society has been turned upside down. Out of that blood and chaos has emerged a tyrant who is determined to steal all of Europe and inflict his country’s anarchy. He has swallowed all who stood in his way, and now he will swallow us. On the beaches of France, Roscarrock, just a few hours in one of your schooners, is the largest and most effective army that Europe has seen since the fall of Rome. All it needs is a fair wind and a moment’s inattention by the Royal Navy. And Britain? We’re like a… like a one-legged chicken cornered by a fox. Have no illusions, Roscarrock. If Bonaparte steps across the Channel, he will eat this country in hours. We have no strategy to offer against him, we have no idea to bring together our people, we have no army worth the name. The few militia that we do possess aren’t even capable of dealing with the food rioters, let alone the Irish rebels who will rise again and overwhelm us as soon as Bonaparte attacks from the other direction. We are pouring all of our money into futile attempts to buy distractions on the Continent, and we might as well be tipping it into the sea at Dover.’

He sat again. ‘This is indeed madness. And while it endures, while the navy holds Napoleon off, while we try to build an army, and another European alliance, all we can hope to do is find the tiniest cracks in the Emperor’s France – the Royalist sympathizers, the passed-over officials – and explore them, and exploit them, and weaken Napoleon. Weaken him if only a fraction; weaken him if only for an hour.’

He hissed out a sigh. ‘That, to answer your question, is why you are here.’

‘But why me?’

‘Three reasons. You’re born to the sea, and that may be useful. You speak French. And—’

‘What use is that?’

‘We’re at war with the French, Mr Roscarrock – or hadn’t the news reached Cornwall yet?’

‘You don’t need to speak a man’s language to kill him.’

‘We can’t kill thirty million Frenchmen, Roscarrock, and even if we could, we’d only find ourselves surrounded by Germans. No, we can’t destroy France, but we need a different France. And for that, we need to find the Frenchmen who are different. Remember that, Roscarrock: the lasting security of this nation, the peace of all Europe, can only be found in France. So yes, we might have to talk to one or two of them.’ He leant forwards. ‘English stability, French instability: that’s the key.’

‘You said there was a third reason.’

‘Aye, I did.’ But Kinnaird paused before going further, looking into the large brown eyes in front of him. ‘You’re a lost soul, Roscarrock, a wandering soul, even before my agents spread the word of your death. Orphaned by your unknown parents; orphaned by the old priest who died while you were still a boy picking pockets and getting drunk on ale and water. Now orphaned by the sea. No one knows you now. You are no one.’

‘You seem to know a hell of a lot about me.’

‘I didn’t pick you out with a turn of a card and a hopeful smile.’

‘I thought—’

‘Orphans have their uses, Roscarrock. You’re a loner. You’re hungry. You’re resourceful. You can sail; you can ride; and you can fight.’ He smiled narrowly at the frown in front of him. ‘You’d be amazed what a man can know if he keeps contact with the right people, and if they keep contact with other people. Magistrates, Roscarrock, and priests, maybe a publican or two: the backbone of this country, and its eyes and ears as well. From all I’ve learnt, I happen to judge that there’s enough romance in you to care about what happens to this country, but I can’t prove that. What matters is that you’re insubordinate, independent and determined. And you’re mine.’ From an inside pocket he pulled out a worn piece of paper, and his glance ran down it. ‘As I say, no one else knows you now. There is no one else. Your acquaintances died on that ship, and few tears were shed for them.’ He waved the paper towards the bed. ‘This was your life, Roscarrock, and now it’s fathoms deep, all of it’ – he glanced again – ‘from Ezekiel Adams to Thomas Yeo, and Captain Simon Hillyard, your smuggling rogue of a friend.’

There was movement from the bed for the first time. Long legs swung round to the floor, and a tall, fit body unpacked itself to its full height. Still without speaking, he stepped forwards, and then held out the knife until it touched the folds of the Scotsman’s neck. ‘If you know me, old man,’ he said quietly, ‘you’ll know that you’re speaking of the one truly good man I’ve ever known, and even if it damned me, I’d cut your throat just to take his name back from your lips.’

Kinnaird took in the dark certainty of the face. Then he said quietly, ‘Like I said, you’re a stubborn, argumentative sort of body.’

The brown eyes looked down at him. ‘Stubborn enough to refuse you, certainly.’ The knife hung watchful at a hip.

Sir Keith Kinnaird suddenly looked rather sad. ‘There’s no such thing as refusal, young man. You can choose whether to co-operate, but without me you’re a dead man. You have no other life, but what I offer you.’

‘I could kill you, and—’

‘Then you’d be a dead murderer. Do it by all means, and save some surgeon or Irishman the trouble. But don’t think it will change your destiny. You’re a dead man, Roscarrock. Only I can make you live.’

Glass shattered somewhere below them, and both men flinched. Kinnaird scowled at his own nerviness and turned back. ‘Even Mr McNamara runs out of words in the end. We’d best be moving. A roasted hero is no use to me.’

‘I have no idea what you want of me.’

‘The nation is in the balance. The destiny of Europe may be settled within weeks. A man of your unique qualities may do much. Go to London. Present yourself to Admiral Lord Hugo Bellamy; I’ll tell you how as we walk. Follow his orders. He has the fate of Britain in his hands, and will know where best to deploy you. And never forget to be an independent, stubborn, wandering soul.’

‘That’s it? After all these elaborate precautions?’

‘That’s it.’ Kinnaird leant forwards. ‘Pray these elaborate precautions never become truly necessary.’

He waited for the other to put on his boots, then threw him a coat and a short knife. ‘You can leave the Magistrate’s cutlery here; I thought you’d prefer a sailor’s blade.’ The black eyes scanned the room for any remaining sign that one particular man had been here, then he blew out the lantern and they left.

This time he left the door unlocked. Tom Roscarrock was loose.

Outside, the raised voice of McNamara soared on, hectoring and growling. Kinnaird continued to talk insistently as they made their way down. Once lower in the house, they could hear the underswell of the crowd, caught up in the oratory and murmuring and grumbling and calling their agreement.

‘Wouldn’t you rather there weren’t so many people?’

Kinnaird’s yellow grin: ‘There speaks the sailor. You sail off into that ocean of yours and pretend to disappear. In your wooden boat with all its canvas and shouting men don’t you think you stand out a little, surrounded by nothing but water? If a man wants not to be noticed, where better to do it than among a lot of other men?’

The other shook his head doubtfully, and followed through the gloomy silence of the first floor. In an open doorway, he could see the spectres of furniture covered in dust sheets, pale and flickering in the light of the moon and the crowd’s torches. He was in an unknown part of the land, with a hostile mob outside and only a lunatic for company, and his dead man’s boots trod hollow on the floorboards.

‘If we’re lucky,’ Kinnaird went on as they reached the top of the stairs, ‘the dragoons will get bored and start a fight with the mob. A handy riot would do us nicely.’

Again a shake of the head in the silence behind him.

The foot of the stairs gave onto a corridor, lit only by a high window and the moon outside. Odd shapes loomed out of the gloom as they stalked forwards – a chair – a clock, unwound and dead.

‘Wait!’ Kinnaird felt a strong hand on his arm.

He stopped. ‘More questions, Mr Roscarrock?’

‘Just one: if the crowd are still talking’ – he waved a hand towards the rattle of unhappy voices from the front of the building – ‘then who broke—’

‘Who broke the window?’ Kinnaird nodded in understanding. ‘Really very good, Roscarrock.’

A shadow appeared on the wall at the end of the passage. Then it darkened and filled to the shape of a man – a man with a distinctive uniform helmet and the shimmer of a sword in the gloom. The sword was unsheathed. The passage was twenty paces long, and the shadowed figure began to stride those twenty paces towards them.

He came silently, only a rustling cloak and the implacable pace of heavy boots on the boards.

Kinnaird gave it one try: ‘We’re glad to see you here. Consider yourself under my authority, and—’ But he knew it was irrelevance, and as the dark figure bore down on them, now only ten paces and still the boots drumming forwards, Kinnaird reached into his coat and dragged something out. A squat pistol barrel flashed dull in the moonlight, but it was too slow and the vast shadow had seen the movement and now there were only five paces between them, and the shadow ducked sideways and accelerated and as the pistol flashed and cracked into the empty darkness the boot steps became thunder and the man was on them. The sword flashed high against the window and swooped down; Kinnaird gasped between a scream and a curse and fell clutching his arm, the useless pistol dropped to the floor, and now the shadow was a swooping vulture of death, six feet of trained killer with sword arm raised to strike once more and bulk carrying him unstoppably onwards.

He stopped. The sabre was halfway down in a gauntleted arm and the body was still hurtling forwards when the sea-knife drove straight into its heart, and two bodies crashed together to the boards.

The house was silent again.

Kinnaird wrestled himself to his feet and dragged the assassin’s bulk off the man underneath it. He helped the other up, then ripped the sash from the corpse and began to bind his own bloodied arm.

‘What in hell is happening?’

Kinnaird stopped his tight-lipped activity for a second and looked up. ‘He was trying to kill us, Mr Roscarrock. Get used to it.’

‘But that uniform: he was a—’

‘A dragoon. This’ll give McNamara a problem or two. Yes, Mr Roscarrock. A serving member of His Majesty’s cavalry. And you just killed him.’ Kinnaird’s vague form moved closer, and the skeletal face leered into the moonlight. ‘Desperate times, desperate men.’ Then he turned and walked softly away down the corridor.

At the end, he turned back. ‘There will come a time when you can be you again – a moment perhaps when you must be you again. And you’ll know when. But not yet, eh Roscarrock?’

Then he disappeared into the darkness.
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Bonaparte listened for five minutes to the recitation of Fouché’s scheming, sometimes looking over his shoulder to examine the dead face more intently, otherwise bent to the telescope. Finally, in the middle of another steady sentence, he yawned. Fouché finished the point and stopped.

‘All right, my friend,’ the Emperor said wearily. Then with reassurance, looking up at him: ‘All right.’

‘Your Excellency is content?’ Fouché began, and knew immediately that it was a misstep.

‘Content?’ In a second the Emperor was in front of him again, hand pulling at the buttons of his waistcoat. ‘No, Fouché, I’m not content!’ He pulled away towards the window, and Fouché had to move with him until the hand absent-mindedly released the waistcoat. ‘London is irrelevant! If I could put myself and a regiment of chasseurs on the beach at Dover I would control England in a week, with or without your agents. But between me and Dover is that small stretch of water out there, and that small stretch of water is infested with the Royal Navy. Whatever else is wrong with English society, even if their army ceased to exist tomorrow and every Irishman marched on London, it wouldn’t matter because we’d still be here on the wrong side of the sea and the English navy would still be in the way.’ He glanced to the window, staring balefully out at the sea, then turned back. ‘I don’t need your agents, Fouché, to tell me that the English navy is the finest in the world, while half of my sailors can’t take a bath without drowning.’

Through the window, the English sails were on the horizon again, haunting him.

‘How many months have I waited here?’ he asked quietly. ‘I have the finest army on earth down on the beach there, and it’s going rotten with idleness and syphilis because my Admirals can’t give me the English Channel!’

Fouché stepped closer behind his Master. ‘As Your Excellency will remember, we are almost in a position where that factor can be resolved.’

Napoleon looked up and over his shoulder. ‘I’ve heard too many fantasies, Fouché. I have been betrayed by too many optimists. You truly believe that these arrangements of yours can neutralize the Royal Navy?’

Still the voice was flat and cold. ‘I calculate it, Excellency. I know it.’

The Emperor watched him, then straightened the wrenched waistcoat for him. He turned back to the sea. ‘It’s very simple, Fouché. If you give me the English Channel for twenty-four hours, Britain and her Empire are finished.’


ENGLAND


21st July 1805

Tom Roscarrock entered London in the dazed silence of an early Sunday morning, before the bells had begun to shatter the mist and drag sleepers from Saturday night to brief piety. He had been a full week on the road. He’d come by roundabout ways, with feigned moves and odd digressions, and he’d come by diverse means, sometimes on horseback, many miles on foot, and once for a day’s stretch on a barge down the Thames. In Bristol he’d knocked out a vagrant sailor who’d been following him; in Wootton the Parson had stared across the tavern at him for a full hour before Roscarrock slipped quietly into the night; he used back windows and the hour before dawn for his departures.

The vastness of London staggered him, but he eased into its anonymity with a kind of satisfaction. He walked the streets for four hours just to get used to their rhythm and bustle; the tempest of coaches and horses and squelching, cursing pedestrians revived the lightness of foot needed for a heaving deck in the unruly April Channel. Each glimpse of the crowd came at him like the murmur of a restive crew; the intentness at first bewildered and then amused him.

He leant in a particular doorway on Whitehall for an exact hour, measured by the chimes of a church bell. An interval as long again, and then he spent an hour in the shove and din of a Soho tavern. Kinnaird had been pedantic in describing the routine, and he used a precise phrase given to him by the Scotsman when, another hour later, a man with a new coat and old broken shoes sat down next to him in a Fleet Street coffee house. The man – too young for the coat and the snatched coffee – said nothing more significant in return than a time and a different coffee house; then he slipped out into the street, looking for drier patches of ground on which to walk. At the time and the place, another unremarkable face – though had he remarked it in the tavern? – and five words in the doorway: ‘Seldon House. Eight. Servants’ door.’ The machine was comfortable in its efficiency, and it made him uneasy.

He sauntered along the alley at the side of Seldon House and past its servants’ door some half an hour before eight, matching pace with the footmen who had delivered their Masters to the front door and now idled around to the back quarters of the townhouse to find something to drink. Fifteen minutes before eight, he ambled back down the alley from the other direction and slipped into the darkened arch of a building opposite the door. He was nineteen again, stalking the streets of Falmouth, brittle and alert while the press gangs were at work.

By the time the bells of the city confirmed the hour with each other, the servants’ door of Seldon House was deserted. The front of the building was stone, but this side was brown brick, irregular windows gleaming into the darkness. The alley – mud and stench and the weird sense of coming from a different and less civilized century than the fine streets it joined – was silent. As the last of the bells faded, Roscarrock tried to readjust his ears to the sensitivity his eyes had achieved.

From his left came the dull tread of a horse, and the rattle of its bridle, and then its rasps of breath. He followed the percussion of hooves and bridle and the intermittent breaths as they neared, shifted his weight from one leg to the other, wondered again what he was waiting for.

There was something wrong with the muddy pace of the hooves, some irregularity. He frowned, wondered at the effect of the arch on his hearing, and suddenly the irregular pace was a separate movement from the right, a pair of boots coming towards him.

A moment later and he saw the boots, and a coat made grey in the gloom, and a battered hat. They slowed, five yards away in the middle of the alley, paced forwards cautiously, a hand reaching into a pocket. Then the horse filled his vision, a sudden black flank and cloaked rider slumped on top blocking out the lights of the house, and still plodding and rattling and rasping. The shadow jolted past, uncovering the lights of the house as it went.

The boots, coat and hat were standing two yards away, staring straight towards him in the darkened arch, and from under the hat there came a faint chuckle.

The hand was still at the pocket, and the man stepped towards the arch. Impulsively he scratched the back of his neck with his free hand. Then he said softly, ‘How long have you been in there?’

Roscarrack kept silent. The darkness was still on his side.

‘You have the darkness, I have the pistol.’

‘I also have a better sense of timing, and perhaps a pistol of my own.’

A shake of the head. ‘We’d have seen it before now.’

Roscarrock saw a scratch of a neck from hours previously. ‘You were in the coffee house this afternoon.’

‘I was thirsty. I’ll let go the pistol if you step out of the darkness.’

‘After you.’

Two hands spread in exaggerated openness, and Roscarrock took half a step out of his shadows. The grey face under the hat nodded, then said simply, ‘Jessel.’

‘Roscarrock.’

The grey face considered this for a moment, then nodded again. ‘We had word of you.’ He turned and stepped to the back door of the house. Roscarrock moved after him. Jessel knocked twice, pulled the hat off and swept a hand through long fair hair. Under the lamp at the door his face flickered and shone. It was a mobile face, pale blue eyes and strong, sharp nose, and it snapped round and seemed to sniff at Roscarrock as if some extra trace of light or scent might be gleaned.

‘Why are we here?’

‘Meet the chief.’ Jessel released the ‘f’ with reluctance, and nodded at the house.

The door groaned open, pulled with difficulty by a maid: short, plain, out of breath and resentful at being relegated to the back of the house.

There was an instant of silence, and Roscarrock said, ‘Hell of a disguise.’

Jessel chuckled again and handed a card to her. The door closed.

It opened again a few minutes later, and they were in and shown to a small ante-hall, flagstones and whitewash.

They waited in silence. Jessel idled around the room, picking up and examining odd items – a tankard, a book, a hat – as if considering whether they were worth stealing. Aware of Roscarrock’s scrutiny, Jessel eventually turned to look at him.

‘No questions, Roscarrock?’

‘Would you answer them?’

The smile jumped back to Jessel’s face. ‘Probably not. Might pass the time, though.’

His taciturnity had always been Simon Hillyard’s joke about him, through the long, companionable nights on the schooner. The meander of conversation, the certainties, the freedom, nagged at him now like a headache.

The door latch snapped up with a crack that startled them both. His back to the door as it opened, Jessel grinned, swapped the grin for gravity with the same speed, and turned. He bowed his head slightly, and murmured, ‘My Lord.’

Roscarrock’s eyes widened at the man who ducked under the lintel and then stood with raised jaw and cold eyes, irritated as if they had walked in on him. Good nutrition and senior rank never reached the far south-west of England, and even to the most worldly of Cornish sailors a man fully six and a half feet high, in the full and glistening uniform of an admiral of the Royal Navy, was striking in that plain room, a peacock in the heather, a lion at an alehouse table.

The large head barked out a curt ‘Jessel’ of acknowledgement, but the gaze was on Roscarrock.

‘This is Roscarrock, My Lord.’ Then, muttered: ‘Admiral Lord Hugo Bellamy, Roscarrock.’

Admiral Lord Hugo Bellamy gave the impression that he wasn’t sure why he was here, let alone why he should be interested in the silent man opposite him – as if his mind was forced at the same time to consider a great many men in a great many whitewashed rooms. ‘So –? Oh’ – and the eyes widened like some huge shark spotting prey – ‘you’re one of Kinnaird’s dredgings!’ Now the heavy head dropped down and up Roscarrock’s full height more critically. ‘What stone did he find you under, then? A prison or a parsonage? Not another deserter from the university or the regiment, I hope; I’ve too many of those. The soldiers are incapable of intellectual reasoning, and the clerks do too damned much of it.’ The large eyes were bloodshot, and they narrowed slightly as they read Roscarrock’s face. ‘That crazed old Scotsman will have had his reasons, no doubt.’

It wasn’t exactly admiral’s uniform – Bellamy had taken the coat and ceremonial features of his naval costume and adapted them around fashionable evening dress. Every aspect of Lord Hugo Bellamy seemed outsized and held together under pressure, and the heavy features on top of the great trunk of a body, the strain with which the coat held in the chest, made the cold, thin voice more surprising. The words were measured out. The hands too were a surprise, pale and fine, and Roscarrock had the unlikely fancy that the Admiral was some kind of musician.

Bellamy gave no suggestion of wishing to spend more time in the wrong part of the house than was absolutely necessary. ‘Let me tell you how desperate we are, Roscarrock.’ He spoke brisk and flat. ‘The nation is physically and emotionally on the brink of collapse. At any moment an Irish rebellion or a wave of popular protest at prices and politics could destabilize the country, and our Government is simply incapable of adequate response. Every week, the Comptrollerate-General uncovers new plots against the Cabinet or the King, any one of which would lead to anarchy. Parliament feels it, and the bankers feel it, and London is tottering. I sit in the highest councils of the state, Roscarrock, and it is not an impressive experience. We’re doomed, and they know it. A few miles away, watching I imagine in considerable amusement, Bonaparte is camped on the beaches of France with the greatest army since Caesar’s.’ The big shoulders lifted and rolled; this recitation of the challenges facing him was an act of physical exercise for the man.

‘Most of all, we are desperate because we depend on men like you: misfits, scoundrels and deceivers. I should take pride in leading the one organization on which our leaders rely, but I cannot because I know what that means about the rest of them. The Home Office network of intelligence and control is little more than the Magistrates – mediocrities increasingly hysterical and isolated among their restive populace. Our army, or that part of it not rotting in India, is small, corrupt and ill-disciplined. In any crisis, I expect the majority of the ranks to join the rioters. Our navy is stretched from the Indies to Egypt, and nowhere capable of a decisive action: the men are tired, bored and riven with scurvy; the ships are falling apart. Unless the Royalist resistance in France comes off the fence imminently, the Admiralty’s one faint hope is that they might have the opportunity to hamper Napoleon slightly when he decides to push his armada across the Channel, but even that will depend on a freak chance of wind and leadership. Is this penetrating?’

Kinnaird’s words: English stability and French instability were the key. Roscarrock said softly: ‘You’re not at sea yourself, Admiral.’

Bellamy’s eyes merely widened, while Jessel’s ballooned in a suddenly pale face. The Admiral frowned, but it was calculation rather than anger, and then a faint hard smile appeared on the face. ‘Your insubordination may be useful, Roscarrock, but only if it can escape your ignorance. I – you are some kind of sailor, perhaps?’

‘Only a little.’ He’d spent too long with Kinnaird: natural reserve had become unvarying caution.

Bellamy hadn’t listened. ‘I am no kind of sailor whatever, Roscarrock, and I hope that your pride in the sordid traditions of our navy will overcome the shock. I cannot swim, I cannot sail, and I could not distinguish between a poop deck and a dose of the pox. When some of the most important men in the Kingdom chose to name me chief of the organization with the single best hope of preserving national stability and countering the threat from France – perhaps they did so on mere whim, Roscarrock, perhaps they knew one or two things that you do not – they saw fit to promote me admiral. The title is an irrelevance. There are technical men capable of manoeuvring ships at sea and throwing them against the French, and I wish them well of it. For myself, I will pass the time here in London trying to co-ordinate our national defence against Napoleon – if you, Roscarrock, with your expert knowledge of Admiralty strategy will permit me.’

The sarcasm was delivered heavy and humourless, and the Admiral had no interest in a reaction. The great head leant forwards, eyes staring into Roscarrock’s from inches away. ‘I am obliged to imagine that shrivelled old Druid Kinnaird has chosen you with his unique eye for the unusually capable. You will oblige me by directing your wits against Napoleon, and not against the vagaries of British Government administration. Jessel!’

Jessel stepped forwards. The point had been made, and the Admiral wasted no more time on it. ‘Obviously now that Mr Roscarrock is with us Napoleon will sue for peace more or less immediately. Just in case he doesn’t, I don’t suppose you’ve made any progress in finding me my Irishman, my tailor, or my fleet?’

Jessel shook his head with a grunt. ‘Beating every bush, My Lord. Beating every bush.’

The Admiral was still watching Roscarrock. ‘Take your time, Jessel. There’s really no rush.’

A hand appeared on Lord Hugo Bellamy’s shoulder, a delicate creep of colour across the dull cloth. In the bland room, in the stolid masculinity of the conversation, the sudden frail beauty of the flesh and the glint of jewellery on the fingers was fresh air. Bellamy half-turned his head, the fingers flickered and withdrew, and Roscarrock followed the movement down the ungloved forearm to a lithe elbow and then up to a naked shoulder, and so on to an exposed throat, a strong jaw, a pair of parted red lips, a fine straight nose and a pair of blue eyes that were watching him in amusement.

‘Who is this, Lord Hugo?’ The voice affected lightness, but the eyes held strong and unblinking on Tom Roscarrock.

Bellamy’s own glance flicked irritably back to Roscarrock. ‘No one, Lady Virginia.’

The eyes hadn’t moved. ‘Mm. That’s a pity. Such a waste of a handsome face.’ The poised head, blonde waves pulled up artfully, addressed Bellamy’s ear. ‘One of these days, Lord Hugo, you must try to bring a someone.’ Then she was gone.

Lord Hugo Bellamy scowled at his two employees.

‘Your survival in this world is defined by your utility, Roscarrock. I encourage you to be productive. Now be off.’

Roscarrock ignored him, still watching the space left by the woman’s exposed neck and upper back. He switched his attention to Bellamy for a moment, nodded once, and turned away.
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Gabriel Chance watched his fingers moving over the page, bobbing up and back with perfect regularity and rhythm, threading the words into the paper. Chance was proud of his writing. Proud that he could write, proud of the fine strong letters. ‘My beloved Flora’: ‘beloved’ had three flowing upstrokes, framing the tidy little loops stitched into the page – a fine word to write. ‘Flora’ began with a strong downstroke, the extended and gently curving foot pulled towards the heart. The fingers holding the pen were strong. That’s why Chance wrote well: learning, patience, and strong fingers.

This is why Gabriel Chance hated to write: his fingers were the needles he never seemed to use anymore. Soon there would be a machine for writing too, and it too would hiss and rattle in his waking dreams, so that even his head had become a choked and smoking manufacture, so that even his head was no longer free.

He would liberate himself of this oppression. The words of a tailor would unleash a second flood and wipe England clean of the darkness.

When he focused again the page, the beautiful letters, were crumpled in the strong fingers.
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Sir Peter Pilsom, His Majesty’s Justice of the Peace and Magistrate for Tiverton in the County of Devonshire, was an impatient man at the best of times. At ten tired minutes after midnight, after five days on the road, after an unnecessary overnight stay in a lice-infested inn because the imbecile coachman had taken a bridge too hastily and cracked a wheel, after his idle and possibly larcenous servants had fallen into some further misunderstanding by which the house had not been dried and warmed for his return, it was not the best of times. Sir Peter stood shivering in the mud outside his gate, rubbing life into his seat-sore backside with concentrated fervour and glaring at the man waiting anxiously near him. Then, as light began to flicker in the house ahead, he started to stamp towards his front door.

Ahead, from somewhere inside the building, the maid stabbed the gloom with a single, biting shriek.
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MONSIEUR THE MINISTER OF POLICE MEETS WITH THE MINISTER FOR THE NAVY,
PARIS, THE 21ST DAY OF JULY, 1805



	M. Fouché:

	I trust you have kept your visit a secret.




	M. Decrès:

	Even your spies could not tell you I have come.




	M. Fouché:

	The Emperor is impatient. He demands his invasion.




	M. Decrès:

	The Emperor understands less of the sea than I do of the moon. But of course I am at his service.




	M. Fouché:

	Our naval movements are now so closely related to wider national security activities that you and I must meet regularly to co-ordinate.




	M. Decrès:

	Do I understand that the Ministry of Police will be directing the Ministry of the Navy? Haven’t you enough to do hunting General Metz?




	M. Fouché:

	The Ministry of the Navy will have its full responsibilities. We are all subject to the direction of the Emperor.




	M. Decrès:

	I am sure that you will be prompt in relaying the Emperor’s directions to me.




	M. Fouché:

	The navy has proved incapable of giving the Emperor and his army the support required. I am arranging measures to increase the effect of the navy.




	M. Decrès:

	Naval measures?




	M. Fouché:

	No. But the navy must now be guided by more than the winds.




	M. Decrès:

	Does the Emperor understand that without the winds the navy cannot be guided, however brilliant the other measures?




	M. Fouché:

	Kindly remind me of the dispositions and intentions of the fleets.




	M. Decrès:

	Admiral Ganteaume is closely blockaded in the port of Brest. Admiral Allemand has a small force in Rochefort. Admiral Villeneuve is in the West Indies distracting the English and rendezvousing with a small fleet of Spanish ships. When Villeneuve returns he will be joined by Allemand and hopefully Ganteaume, and the combined fleet will be large enough to provide all possible support that the Emperor could wish. Together perhaps fifty ships.




	M. Fouché:

	If Ganteaume and Allemand can get out of port.




	M. Decrès:

	I am confident that your additional measures, whatever they are, will solve all difficulties.




	M. Fouché:

	The Emperor will be gratified by your confidence.




	M. Decrès:

	Do I understand that these arrangements are to your satisfaction?




	M. Fouché:

	They are entirely to the Emperor’s satisfaction, and should be continued unchanged.




	Afterwards, M. Fouché very open about the Minister for the Navy: he received his promotion for an embarrassing defeat; I do not mind him being a sailor, but I mind him being a bad one; I do not mind him being a nobleman, but I mind him being an imbecile. Still, even the navy cannot fail or interfere with what we have in train. The Emperor’s invasion barges will sail unhindered.





[SS F/109/76]
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Richard Jessel leant closer to Roscarrock as they trudged through the night streets. ‘The prudent man should not let his mind wander,’ he said slyly.

Roscarrock glanced at him. ‘You want me to be a monk as well as a martyr?’

Jessel grinned. ‘Just saying don’t raise your hopes higher than your degree. Virginia Strong’s not for the likes of us.’

‘I don’t know. Seems just the sort for me.’ He smiled back at the man beside him. ‘Who is she?’
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EXTRACT FROM THE DIARY OF SIR JOSEPH PLUMMER

Twenty-first of July, Seldon: the usual admixture of great men, average minds and foolish chatter. The Paris salons of the last generation were to our London houses as the tragedies of Aeschylus to a Southwark alehouse bawdy. Men who think themselves intellectually as vast as Voltaire, and as committed as Marat, prattle like boys of schoolroom mischiefs. Fancying themselves dangerous, their women babble of radical ideas they do not understand, and dream of revolutions in nothing but dress and marital scruples. Sir George Wheen, who would die rather than see his stockings dirtied, talks of the benefit of war on a nation’s character. My Lady Pelham, who has I should imagine never clapped eyes on a single representative of ‘the people’, wonders with affected gravity at the virility of the revolutionary class. I am paraded before these painted philosophers like a performing bear, a freak show of radical thought to be prodded and marvelled at while their gilded world continues untarnished.

Lord Hugo Bellamy there. A stolid creature, paddling like the rest in the shallow waters of theory. But I fear him, for his foolish face frames a watchful eye, and his words never meander forth without that his mind has first considered the fruits of his watchfulness. Sometimes too some shrewd caution or insight in those words slips out, betraying a calculation at odds with his manner. Perhaps he is just one more of these timid dabblers, with greater control of his tongue than most. Somehow there is more to him. I have known Admirals who were royal tyrants and Admirals who were democratic radicals, but never an Admiral who was not in some way a politician. I wonder at Lord Hugo’s politics.

Also Lady Virginia Strong. She is an extraordinary creature: the natural beauty of a Helen, the charms and carriage of a Cleopatra, and a mind perhaps sharper and clearer than any Englishwoman living, and most of the men. But again I fear a complete elasticity of principle. Her ideas are wholly the servants of her interests. She could summarize Sophocles in perfect Greek, if she thought it would secure her an audience with the King; she would with utter intellectual coherence preach social revolution, if her whimsy settled on the seduction of the stable boy. Strong she may be; her other two appellations I sincerely doubt.

The hope of a true revolution in this country is not to be found in these people. And yet their chatter as much as their neck-cloths and hair-arrangements helps to set a fashion that others may follow more crudely. Their flirtations with radical ideas could yet lead to the impregnation of some stronger seed of upheaval in the belly of the people, a truly revolutionary offspring that would condemn its gross parents to their rightful obsolescence.

[SS M/1092/1]


22nd July 1805

It was a sky for brutality, bland and sickly white and thick with humidity to come. It squatted over the parade ground, and already sweat was tickling the necks of the soldiers. They stood rigid in three blocks of three ranks, forming three sides of a square. The faces in the front ranks were blank reflections of the indifferent sky, careful to avoid further provocation. Faces in the second rank showed more life, flicking wary glances at the centre of the square. In the third rank they were active and angry, distilling to mutterings from the sides of clamped lips that went prudently unheard by the Sergeants.

The fourth side of the square was formed by the long whitewashed glare of the officers’ accommodation, and the six men fresh from their breakfast who sat on horseback in front of it. The horses shifted uneasily, tails flicking and feet shuffling in the dust. Three of the officers glared into the square with contrived stone disdain; one had fixed a stare into the distance; two glanced around the ranks of men uneasily.

In the whole complex of Colchester barracks, only one man was not in uniform, and not at attention. In the centre of the square, Private William Watkins stood tilted forward against a crude wooden triangle, arms outstretched and lashed above him, naked except for dirty white breeches.

Indifferent to discipline, a fly abandoned its exploration of the puffy leather of an officer’s boot and darted into the square, conducting two inspection tours of the triangle and then settling successively on Private Watkins’s head, shoulder, and finally back. The naked shoulder blades twitched involuntarily.

In the hands of an unsympathetic Sergeant, a single stroke of a leather whip across naked flesh will create an instant scald, immediately bright pink and subsequently swollen as the body tries to repair itself. Subsequent strokes across the same area will quickly break the skin, and blood will seep thick and dark from fine cuts along the length of the stroke. By ten strokes, the individual cuts will have been torn into a patchwork of larger open wounds. By twenty strokes, a human back will be a permanently damaged piece of lean meat, the nervous system reacting in increasing confusion to such wide and deep damage, and the body will be trying to drug the brain into unconsciousness. Soldiers know little of human physiology, but every man had seen a flogging and a few had felt them and watched with tears of remembered humiliation.

The fly shuffled, jumped, and resettled, and again the shoulder blades twitched.

[image: image]

It was tiresome to have to move so soon after finding a comfortable lodging, but Fannion knew that he could risk no more than another night or two in the shopkeeper’s attic. The aftershocks of the onslaught by the Magistrates on their shops and slums were still rippling through the Irish community hereabouts, and his landlord’s wearying state of nerviness and faint hostility would shortly have him moving on even if the possibility of the soldiers didn’t. He knew the man’s type: more concerned by property than principle. Neither poor enough nor rich enough to be carefree: just enough money to have to worry about it. Liverpool seemed full of Irishmen like this, and there’d been not a few in Dublin as well.

The wife was something else, though. She was turning comfortable and complacent – Fannion wondered why there were no children – but there was still a freedom in her movements and a liveliness in her eyes that made him guess at a country upbringing. She’d come to Dublin and sold her beauty to a decent man, because a decent man offered a stability and prosperity that her mother couldn’t have dreamt of. But there was a wildness in her still, and the heavy respectability of the cities only kept it smouldering. She hadn’t minded the arrival of the tall, dark poet from Cork. Fannion allowed himself a pleasurable daydream – and then a terse reminder that to a cautious respectable Irish shopkeeper the one thing more disagreeable than a rebel in the attic was a rebel in the attic with his wife.

There’d been an intelligence to the soldiers’ sweep that he hadn’t expected. The rudeness of the men, the clumsy tactics in the houses they searched and the people they’d picked out, this had been no surprise. But there was something in the direction of the men, and something in the questions they’d been told to ask, that suggested there were bright men as well as bullies at work in England’s magistracy.

There was something else, too. This worried trawling of its own back streets for ill-defined sins spoke of an uneasy Empire. If Liverpool’s Magistrates were confident of their stability and their soldiery, they wouldn’t be letting the militia loose to harass beggars and housewives. England was brittle: dried out and tottering, and she would burn more easily when a match was lit.

A burning courthouse warmed the heart as well as the hands, but he had to restrain himself. He would have little difficulty in stirring up trouble as he travelled – a bit of political theory here, a little economic outrage there – Lord, what couldn’t he do among the Irish labourers in Liverpool docks? Perhaps he’d cause a couple of incidents after all, just to keep his hand in and the English off balance. But Irish freedom wouldn’t come from a few burning toll gates in Lancashire. A complete and permanent shock to the British Empire could only come from Napoleon, leaving English society to collapse under its own rottenness and the Irish free to seize their opportunity. That took co-ordination, with the French and with those who secretly wished them well. Come to England, that had been the invitation; our mutual interests would be advanced by an outrage in London, and you are the man to contrive it. Wasn’t he just?

He had to focus on the destination. And for that, he had to be careful about lapsed Irishmen like the shopkeeper. The man would do nothing to bring discredit on himself in the Irish community, which was large in the city and brought him most of his money, however much he liked to think otherwise. But he would do anything to avoid trouble, and when first introduced in the churchyard Fannion had seen immediately that the wide eyes viewed the poet-rebel as trouble personified. So he’d been gracious, polite and restrained, silent on politics and only quietly optimistic that this hospitality to a fellow countryman would no doubt be well-regarded by the community. Even so, there was a calculation and a caution in the shopkeeper’s eyes, and Fannion knew it wouldn’t take much for the man to decide that his interests were better served by an anonymous note to the Magistrate, and shortly afterwards, at a discreet distance from the house, Fannion would find himself surrounded by muskets.

Sometimes he found himself loathing the Irish. They were a lot better in theory than they turned out in practice, scratching away wretched, diseased lives among the peat, or earning a pound and dreaming of being English. The shopkeeper had come from Dublin five years before, with a good coat and a hard-filled purse and a restless wife. Fannion could see them on the boat, cautious and compact, the tradesman masking his apprehension with piety and the wife not sure whether to look forward to the great smoke of the English port or back to the green hills from which she’d escaped. The tradesman had had patience, and prudence, and industry, and all the other virtues that had been used to distract and delude his people for so long, and he’d prospered in the English town with its English values. He’d worked himself into a solid and profitable reputation in the Irish community in Liverpool, and used it to buy the furnishings of English respectability.

Fannion stretched himself out on the blanket. After the weeks of barns and stairwells and ten-to-a-room labourers’ squats, an attic to himself was splendid privilege, and a blanket and mattress luxury. The roof didn’t seem to leak much, either. The shopkeeper had invested here; he was spending to stay. Fannion stopped himself and tried to examine dispassionately the mixture of resentment and scorn that had risen in his throat. Resentment was not healthy; no, he should be spurning these trivial comforts and plotting their destruction, and he could not afford to yearn for them, not with his lifestyle. But a blanket and a mattress and the hidden, west of Ireland wildness of a shopkeeper’s wife, now…

There was something like pity, too, for the small tidy tradesman who’d come across the Irish Sea to find stability and respectability. For when the violence started he would find that the best timbers only burnt better, and that his neighbours and their Magistrates would attack his Irishness long before they defended his civility.
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The Minister of Police was always out of his office on business in the late mornings, and it was the natural time for the Minister’s servant to step out into the filth of the Paris streets and run such errands and make such purchases as the Minister’s frugal domestic habits required. It was likewise natural that at the end of his round of the markets and merchants, the Minister’s servant should step into the inn at the sign of the Sun to refresh himself. The more curious observer would find nothing surprising in a servant visiting such an undistinguished establishment. The more curious observer might wonder slyly whether the servant took purely nutritional relief in the place. The more curious observer would have no interest in the servant’s conversation with the landlord, two uninspired men at the dead hour of the day, and would have no idea of what really passed between them.

Joseph found that he rather liked Minister Fouché, and he felt uneasy about it. A man of consistency, and even temper, and polite manners. A most terrible and brutal person, he had been told, who had done unspeakable horrors to thousands of citizens in Lyons and other towns. But to the man who swept his rooms, the man who poured his wine, the man who shaved his naked proffered throat at a disciplined hour every morning, the Minister was unfailingly correct. To Joseph’s simple calculation, both men knew that the Revolution was supposed to have promised a world without servants, and both knew that any civilized man – certainly one with the Minister’s responsibilities – needed a servant. So they had come to an unspoken understanding about their relationship.

His regular visits to the inn were natural, but Joseph walked them naked and sweating. This was the itching icy nightmare: the certainty that every eye in every street was staring at him; the certainty that at the end of the nauseating, tortured steps that took him unavoidably to the sign of the Sun, its dirty yellow beam advertising his shame, he would step into the inn and find the Minister staring up at him; he knew that his journey was leading him towards death, and not the noble public death of the martyrs like his poor Master, but something lonely and painful and cheap; he knew that the Minister’s civility was coldness, and that his coldness was a lethal indifference to the distinction between life and death.

Taking down his recollection of the Minister’s conversations, the landlord was ponderous and pedantic. He had to be – it was essential – the young Master had said so. But the seconds thumped past as soldiers’ boots marching to the door, the minutes opening out in front of Joseph like a screaming mob.

He wished that Lady Sybille could see him now. He’d always been so uncomfortable around the family, so clumsy and out of place, but only now he realized how safe it had been. Now he was on his own – his own decisions, his own risks. The inexplicable Revolution had liberated him to an utter loneliness.

He hurried back towards the Marais district. He was desperate to leave the inn behind him, and the Minister expected no variation in the timing of his midday refreshment.
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Half an hour reflecting the sour, flat stare of the river had been no kind of substitute for the sharp clarity of the sea, and the attempt only made Roscarrock aware, for the first time in more than a week, of how much he missed his element.

It had been the disappearance of his former life, more than the Scotsman’s veiled threats, that had sent him to London. His ship was blasted on the Cornish rocks, the few companions of his life lost to the sea, and for now that world only offered beggary and cheap drunkenness. Without a ship, he was nothing.

There was no way backwards, and the only positive way forwards was through the Scotsman’s madness to London, and hopefully through London to something else. One day at a time; one meal at a time.

The Scotsman’s words he remembered as fragments of a dream, hallucinations that suddenly leapt back at him from the apparent normality of the city. Secret societies and French invasions: sour mouthfuls that he’d swallowed in his delirium and that now lurched in his uneasy gut. Then this Admiral, with his grim fatalism and desperate hopes.

They seemed like nothing to him, these fantasies of politics; but he must live the life in which he found himself. One day at a time; one meal at a time.

For now, that meant bread and cheese and milk in a room off The Strand, waiting for Jessel. But the man who entered and recognized him was not Jessel.

A thin man, strands of black hair trickling down over his skull like spilt ink, a glance at Roscarrock, and a look of such shock as to stagger its recipient.

Roscarrock’s thoughts, storm-tossed in this furtive room in this furtive life: he didn’t know the man; surely he didn’t know the man; but the man recognized him, that was startlingly clear, so did he know the man? What was wrong, in this twisted fugitive life, with knowing a man or being known?

What was wrong was screamed from the expression in front of him: utter surprise, a grasp at self-restraint, a glance around the room, and then satisfied resolution. The ink seemed to trickle further down the forehead, and the face beneath it settled into something like hunger as he looked at Roscarrock.

Roscarrock wondered then at his own face – who was this man? Had he seen him somewhere on the road? Somewhere in a previous past? – and he realized that he was half out of his chair in instinctive animal reaction to that first stunned stare of recognition from the doorway.

With the suggestion of a smile, the thin man stepped backwards and out through the door. Roscarrock followed.

Why am I following? Who am I following? But the ideas were lost in the waves of adrenalin and anger. Out of the door, left, nothing, right, a back in a brown jacket and the man turning and standing, still, gazing at him. The rest of the movement and noise of the world shrank and faded around them: two men gazing at each other; and the thin man smiled.

I have not seen this man! The face was neutral, the face glanced at the people moving around them to and from the shop, and then it settled into that grim smile. Have I seen this man?

Silently, the man turned away and disappeared down an alley beside the shop.

Hot, frustrated, Roscarrock followed.

The alley was short, and it was empty. No brown back. No doorway. A small dusty yard opening up at its end; odd lengths of wood stacked or lying; rubbish.

I am following this man because he knows me, and I want to know how. Forwards into the alley. I am following this man because he knows me, and there are no men who know me anymore.

The yard looming, empty; the scattered wood.

There is no possibility here that is not dangerous.

A short beam of wood swung across the alley end like a gybeing boom, and half a second later and half an inch higher it would have crushed his throat. An explosion of noise as it smashed into the corner of the building, somehow dulling the scream of pain that roared through Roscarrock’s shoulder. His height, his hesitation, had saved his life, but now he ducked and pushed himself forwards into the yard.

Safety was behind him, safety was the tight defensible confine of the alley and the busy, normal street beyond. Instinctively Roscarrock was back against the side of the yard, up fast, half-standing, feet braced, hands finding a solid surface and ready to propel him any how. A shadow in front of him, a looming body – how many slippery dockside alleys? How many sweating heaving decks? – and Roscarrock launched himself forwards into the body. They went down hard together, the thin man crying out as back and head rattled the scattered planks, then rolling, scrabbling, a knee in Roscarrock’s chest and fingers clawing for his eyes then clambering up and off from him. Roscarrock rolled away, came up to the crouch, found his man, and now his man had a knife.

Too many clumsy bitter sailors; too many harbour pimps. Moving swiftly in the dust, Roscarrock’s fingers found a stout length of wood.

A knife is a close-quarters weapon; a ready, crouching man is a hard target for it. First he needs me off balance; first he’ll try to kick my head off – and Roscarrock swung the timber in a swift arc that caught the swooping ankle and sent the thin man hopping back. Now up, up, a hand at each end of the makeshift club to block, but still the other man’s off balance, so swing again at the knife hand, fast and vicious and a scream and the knife clattered across the yard. Forwards – hard – two hands on the timber again and feet pumping against the deck and drive the timber into the bastard’s throat.

The thin man lying sprawled back in the dirt, turning red, Roscarrock over him, the pain in his left shoulder burning now as he pushed down with both hands, hard edge of timber cutting into the scrawny throat. A gristly choking, the face purpling, eyes squeezing larger and pleading, the lank strands of hair spilling into the dust.

Who are you? What do you want of me? What am I doing? I need answers!

Roscarrock clenched his shoulders, the timber plunged a last brutal inch, and the goggling rosy face died with a hiss.

A scratch of boots in the dust behind. ‘I’m sorry I’m late.’

Roscarrock spun round. It was Jessel, the Government agent, now looking down at him with something between interest and amusement.

‘He was trying—’ Was he, really, trying to kill me? ‘I didn’t—’ Didn’t I know him? Didn’t I want to kill him?

Jessel had stepped forwards. With the toe of a boot he lifted the length of wood off the crushed throat, and then he examined the face with bored distaste.

‘On the whole,’ he said, ‘I should think they’ll say that you did.’

He stooped, Roscarrock crouching back stiff against the yard wall with his blood still fierce in his head, and rummaged deftly through the pockets of the brown coat.

‘Calling himself Tyler.’ He straightened the dead man’s coat, and glanced at Roscarrock. ‘But not anymore. Come on.’ He led them a different way out of the yard.

Somewhere under Whitehall, Roscarrock was introduced to a room and a man. The room was metal-lined, both to protect it from fire and to ensure that if necessary its contents would burn very quickly. It did not officially exist. The man was called Morrison Cope, Clerk to the Admiralty, and all reports were sent to him. Mr Morrison Cope did not exist either.

Nothing about this world is real. No more real than the stranger who’d known me; no more real than his bloodshot dying eyes.
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PROCEEDINGS OF THE ADMIRALTY BOARD, FIRST LORD, ADMIRAL LORD BARHAM, PRESIDING, THE 22ND DAY OF JULY 1805

[PROCEEDINGS OF THE ADMIRALTY BOARD, VOLUME XXIV]

‘You were seen at Seldon House last night, I think, Bellamy.’ Lord Barham, a sharp seventy-nine in an age when most men were dead at sixty.

‘Your Lordship has informants better even than my own.’

‘Seldon, was it, Bellamy? Hedging our bets are we? Keeping in with the radicals so they don’t cut your throat when the great day comes?’

‘Perhaps, George, they think they’re keeping in with me.’

The First Lord, with Lord G. Garlies, Admiral J. Gambier, Admiral Lord H. Bellamy and Sir E. Nepean being present, the Board convened at eleven of the clock.

Adm. Gambier described the general movements of our fleets: Adm. Lord Keith blockading off the Netherlands; Adm. Cornwallis patrolling the entrance to the English Channel; Adm. Cotton blockading Brest; Rear-Adm. Orde blockading off Cadiz.

‘Blockade and blockade and blockade. All the Frenchies safely trapped in harbour. Very prettily done, and not a single British sailor has killed a Frenchman or eaten a proper meal these three months. This cannot endure for eternity, Gambier.’

‘We must trust to our superior seamanship, My Lord. It has endured successfully until now.’

‘The frogs can fail and fail again, and our men continue sick and hungry sailing back and forth on blockade duty. If we fail but once, we will be damned by history as the men who gave London to Napoleon. God’s sake, gentlemen, this Board has absolute control of all that is left of Britain’s defence. We can’t just sit on our fundaments wondering at the weather-glass. What of Calder?’

‘Little yet, My Lord. We have had no further sighting of the French fleet of Admiral Villeneuve since the Curious reported it, and we must hope Admiral Calder finds it. He has now been reinforced, My Lord, and we look for an engagement at any moment.’

‘Fleets, Bellamy?’

‘Rear-Admiral Calder will likely be outnumbered four to three or five to three, My Lord.’

‘Satisfactory odds, My Lord.’

‘If he takes them, Gambier. If he misses, the enemy fleet is loose in the Channel.’

Adm. Gambier described the orders lately given to Vice-Adm. R. Calder, and reported Vice-Adm. H. Nelson returning from the West Indies.

‘Have we no word of Nelson?’

‘Not lately, My Lord.’

‘Ten weeks that man has been amusing himself in the Indies, and for nothing. We persuade ourselves that our solitary hope is to keep the French bottled up in their ports so that their invasion barges cannot sail, and then we allow their senior Admiral to escape into the open sea. Nelson wastes a month in the Mediterranean, then scurries off to the Indies in pursuit. We keep promoting that man because he’s supposed to be a fighter. But rather than bringing a decisive action, he’s been led astray like a first-year lad in a Portsmouth tavern dance. He’s now missed Villeneuve again, giving the frog free run of the Atlantic and the chance to slip up the Channel and deliver Napoleon to our doorstep.’

Their Lordships re-approved the existing orders to the fleets on blockade and to Vice-Admirals R. Calder and H. Nelson. Their Lordships a pproved regular expenditures to the pay account, to the shipyard account, to repair and maintenance of Admiralty property, and to Scrutiny and Survey.

There being no further formal business, the Secretaries withdrew.

‘No doubt, gentlemen, after all that good news, we may expect something special from Lord Hugo. Where’s your mystery fleet, Bellamy?’

‘I regret, My Lord, that we still do not know. It remains the firm indication from our agents in France that there is some new and additional naval force outside the regular formations. Its base is unknown; its command is unknown. The combined resources of France and Spain are more than enough to have supplied the necessary boats and men, stiffened by officers of quality from other fleets and those old officers not murdered by the Revolution.’

‘And the implications of this fleet?’

‘Our latest report from France – from somewhere close to Fouché, Napoleon’s Minister of Police – shows him confident that they have a way to neutralize the obstacle presented by our navy. He does not give details, but we must speculate that he refers to this fleet. I would defer to my sea-going colleagues on the implications, My Lord. But if it’s loose, this fleet could appear at any moment to challenge one of our blockading squadrons, or to support the invasion itself.’

‘Bellamy, you begin to depress me. What are you doing about this?’

‘We continue to scour France for information, My Lord. But you will understand that they are the most testing conditions in which to operate.’

‘I don’t doubt it. Have you the resources to buy the information, and to disrupt where you can?’

‘Your allocations to Scrutiny and Survey are carefully deployed, My Lord. The same vessels that we use incognito to transport agents to France also deliver much-needed gold to the Royalists active between Paris and the coast. My requisitions will continue to be made formally to you.’

‘Anything else?’

‘There was concern that Admiral Villeneuve might attempt to land troops in Ireland, but we have had no word on that.’

‘You’ve had no word? How do you propose I find out, Bellamy? When some Catholic assassin knocks at my door? A French landing in Ireland would be a disaster. Nepean? You governed there.’

‘My Lord. When they tried their landing in ’96 we were only saved by a storm. Otherwise we’d have lost Ireland quickly and completely, no doubt of it. Every French naval movement is greeted with excitement in Ireland. A rowing-boat of Frenchmen would be taken as liberation.’

‘Liberation? God save us from Ireland: it is an infernal place and an intolerable burden. If I could give it up without it filling with Frenchies, I would do so this afternoon. To conclude: we have not yet heard whether the French have invaded Ireland, and can only hope that they have not. We have not yet heard of a mob marching on London, and we can only hope that they do not. We have not yet heard whether Robert Calder has intercepted Admiral Villeneuve, and can only hope that he does or else they’ll be sailing up the Thames within the week. Most of all we can only hope that we find this new French fleet, or else the game’s up and we all start learning the “Marseillaise”. Hope, gentlemen, is all we have, yes?’
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In five hours Roscarrock was introduced to five people in five parts of London. At no point was his name asked, nor – with one exception – did he learn the name of any of those he met.

In a field behind a dairy in Islington he was pointed to a bay horse by a small man with an earring and a face scarred and tanned like a walnut, who watched him make two circuits of the field at trot and canter. As he walked the horse back, Roscarrock saw the man murmuring to Jessel, but the visit was otherwise without words.

‘Untutored, but you sit easily, apparently,’ Jessel said as they walked back to their own horses in the dairy yard.

‘Which means what?’

‘It means you’ll do, for most work. Nothing fancy, but you’ll do.’

In a windowless yard south of Fleet Street, Roscarrock was put in front of another stranger, a man of perhaps fifty, who wore breeches and an open shirt that showed the muscles of someone much younger, and a pinned sleeve in place of a left arm. The man stared at Roscarrock’s face for a moment, then looked carefully down and up the six feet of him. Then he turned away and picked up two swords, one of which he threw to Roscarrock.

‘Now come at me.’

‘I beg your pardon?’

‘Attack me, man! Come on.’

Roscarrock swung casually towards the one-armed man, who parried the stroke with a vicious flick of his blade and a scowl of impatience, both of which stung. Roscarrock started at him with new concentration, his opponent initially withdrawing a pace and then gradually pushing him back with light movements and skilful blows. They fenced for two minutes, Roscarrock spurred by the skill and by irritation that the man was so clearly gauging him at the same time as fighting. Eventually the man contrived another sharp parry that by timing alone sent Roscarrock’s sword arm wide and left him off balance and open, and barked a bored ‘Enough’.

He punched Roscarrock lightly on the shoulder with his sword hilt. ‘All right, lad. Well done.’ Then, to Jessel, watching in amusement from the doorway: ‘Give him an axe or a pitchfork, nothing finer. But he’s fit, and he’s got a body quick enough to match his intelligence. He tried to follow on with his shoulder and his elbow once or twice, and they don’t teach that in the schools. A fighter, not a fencer. He’ll do.’

They headed east along the river, the shouts of the boatmen and the gulls rising from the undergrowth of masts and oars.

‘Jessel, Lord Hugo mentioned an Irishman, a tailor and a fleet.’

Jessel was silent for a moment. Roscarrock took in the madness of boats, masts and sails, the woven shouting of birds and men, the mixed stench.

‘The Irishman is called James Fannion. That’s the name we have, anyway. He was responsible for every kind of evil in Ireland – inciting unrest against the Government, stirring up arson, attacks on individual officials and priests. He was involved in the rebellion of ’98, but he was too clever to get caught and hanged. He’s certainly a man of violence – Dublin knows at least three murders committed by him – and he brings hatred and unrest like a rat with a plague.’ They crossed through the rattle of carriages and headed down towards the river. ‘Unfortunately, our people in Ireland lost track of him. He made himself unpopular even among his own kind, and he escaped from Dublin three weeks ago. All we know is this: firstly, wherever he goes he will carry the possibility – say the likelihood – of violence; if he could co-ordinate with radicals in England he could cause chaos, and if he could get to France, which God forbid, we’ll have war from two sides, because the Irish will rebel sooner than take a piss in the morning and Napoleon will exploit the confusion.’

‘And second?’

‘He’s here. Somewhere in England.’

In a private room in a coffee house by the old bridge, Roscarrock found himself opposite a heavy man who sniffed down his wine-blasted nose at Roscarrock’s inferiority of dress and breeding, and then addressed him in simple French. Roscarrock replied with the same. The large man winced at his accent, and continued with increasingly sophisticated sentences until Roscarrock dried up. The man said, ‘No Spanish, I suppose? No Italian?’ Roscarrock shook his head. The man started to gabble at him regardless, and smiled through apparent pain as his pupil floundered for meaning.

Roscarrock was given a drink, and the stranger relaxed his bulk back against his chair and rolled his head around towards Jessel. ‘He’s no linguist, of course, but he’ll muddle through with that peasant French of his. He’ll do. The mind’s quick enough, believe me.’ Back to Roscarrock, examining rather than addressing him: ‘Such a pity. I do wish they’d either educate people or leave them on the farm to do something useful.’

Walking north away from the river. ‘The tailor, the one Lord Hugo mentioned?’

‘The tailor is the kind of man Fannion, the Irishman, would like to link up with. We first got word from Manchester of a radical preacher – not a religious man, but a self-proclaimed philosopher who was spreading anti-Government ideas and addressing groups of workers and encouraging violence – burning machines and the new factories, that sort of thing. A failed tailor. Hardly unique, but Manchester reckoned he was something a bit different. All we had were fragments, but he was heading for London and he’d a particular purpose in mind, that’s all we knew. Then they lost him.’

‘Name?’

Jessel shook his head. ‘A tailor from the north country, a travelling man who causes unrest wherever he goes. We need to find these men, Tom. Can’t have the country collapsing with Napoleon knocking at the door.’

In a first-floor drawing room in Holborn, Roscarrock met the lawyer’s widow. When the middle-aged woman first walked noiselessly into the room, and Jessel nodded meaningfully towards her, Roscarrock was about to order a drink. Instead she sat down beside him and laid out several sheets of paper, covered with lists and tables of minute and beautiful lettering. She then delivered a five-minute lecture, apparently without drawing breath, on codes, ciphers and secret writing. It was black magic to Roscarrock, but he’d spent enough time around charts and the intricacies of navigation not to be uncomfortable with the detail or the logic. After a further ten minutes talking and testing him through a series of examples, the matron patted Roscarrock on the back of the hand, and nodded primly to Jessel, before floating away to another part of the house as inconspicuously as she had come.

As a servant closed the door behind them, Roscarrock said wearily, ‘I’ll do?’

‘You’ll do.’

Roscarrock grunted, and they began to walk south again towards the river. ‘And Lord Hugo’s fleet?’

Jessel turned to him. ‘There I can tell you even less. Not my regular concern. The Admiral hopes that our English networks might turn something up, but it’s a damned faint hope. Two or three sketchy reports from France: somewhere, Napoleon has a whole fleet – we’ve no idea how many ships – five, ten, twenty – and we simply have no clue where it is. In the right place, at the right time, it would turn the war in a day.’

The fifth stranger was in the cellar of an apparently empty house next to St Bartholomew’s Hospital. Jessel had a key for the door, and led the way along corridors and down stairs of whitewashed plaster and dark wood, everything clean but barren, before using a second key to let them into the cellar room.

‘Music teacher? Dancing master?’ Roscarrock was saying as he followed him in, and Jessel nodded to the centre of the room and stepped forwards.

The fifth stranger was lying on two wooden trestles, completely covered by a thick calico sheet, dead. Roscarrock knew he was dead, but Jessel pulled back the cloth just to prove the point, and they looked down at the grey, stupid face. As the skin had paled, so the hair seemed to have darkened, and the black eyebrows were pulled together in a faint frown. Death had come as a puzzle to this man, and so it would remain to him for eternity. The ultimate vulnerability made the face seem particularly young.

‘To answer your question,’ Jessel said quietly but with brutality, ‘he’s you. And me. He’s a fieldsman for the Comptrollerate-General for Scrutiny and Survey. And that’s almost certainly what killed him.’

Roscarrock looked up from the waxy mask below him. ‘You make your point very effectively, but I’d already gathered the work wasn’t conventional.’

‘Good to know you don’t collapse in a faint, stagger to the door, or babble to go back to wherever Kinnaird found you.’

‘I’ll do.’

Jessel nodded dully, and looked down at the corpse. ‘His name was Simon Conway. One of us, like I said. Good fellow. Been at it a bit too long, started seeing a Frenchman in every tree. But a good fellow. Found under a pile of straw in a barn in St Alban’s, stabbed from behind.’

‘What killed him?’

‘He didn’t exactly have time to send a report.’

‘I mean: what was he investigating?’

‘We’re trying to identify the regular stopping-points for radicals and insurrectionists on their way to London. What or whom he was investigating I don’t know. We all trot on a pretty long rein.’ Jessel looked down again, and patted the dark dead head softly.

On the stairs, door locked behind them, ‘So, one of these days you’ll be bringing some youngster to come and look at me down here.’

Jessel kept tramping up the stairs. ‘Oh, I don’t know. If it all goes terribly well for you, it might be me on the boards down there instead.’ At the top he stopped, and said with a kind of relish, ‘Comptrollerate-General’s not a place for long-term planners.’

Out on the street, two deep breaths of real air. ‘Jessel: if I had fainted, run for it, said it had all been a terrible mistake?’

Jessel walked a few steps before stopping, and turning with a grim smile. ‘Like they said: you’re quick enough. Few of us come into this with much of a choice. But once you’re in, to know even the little you know is to know too much.’ He started to walk again. ‘If the Essex marshes aren’t convenient, there’s always the Thames mud at low tide.’

Roscarrock nodded balefully, and followed. ‘Right. Thanks. I’d better start enjoying myself, hadn’t I?’

Jessel clapped him on the back and they continued to walk westward through the London streets, ignorance and innocence bustling earnest around them.
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Sir Peter Pilsom, the Tiverton Magistrate, had shown no desire to delay his sleep further, regardless of the presence on the premises of a murdered dragoon. But the coachman was sent back into the night, to inform the local Colonel of Militia that there was a dead soldier in the house of Sir Peter and that Sir Peter did not want it. The Colonel was himself jealous of his sleep, but thought it better to seem to act promptly on a matter involving the Magistrate. The Magistrate acknowledged, amidst a flow of slurred obscenity that had the servant retreating from the room before it was half-finished, that it would be better to respond hospitably to the arrival of the Colonel of Militia; one never knew when one might need them, after all.

So it had been a pair of sleep-deprived and extremely irritable men who convened before cock-crow in the Magistrate’s hall to agree that there was indeed a dragoon lying ice blue and obscene on the flagstones. The Colonel, in as much of a uniform as would give the impression of professionalism and respect, felt instinctively that any fault or suspicion must logically settle around the Magistrate, but apologized in any case for the inconvenience. Sir Peter, slope-shouldered and shuffling in his dressing gown, felt that in some obscure way the military were careless in allowing their soldiers to be left around thus, and there was a kind of inefficiency in losing much-needed men at a time of heightened unease. He offered the Colonel a cart to have the body taken away the sooner, and the two men returned to their respective beds, heavy-eyed and grey-jowled and mumbling at the shortcomings of the other.

Whether he’d dallied with a woman, or a man, or some criminal proceeding, it was clear to the Magistrate and the soldier that the dragoon was the one essentially at fault in the vexatious episode. But by the time the Colonel took possession of the body later in the day, he accepted that there was a murderer to be hunted.

[image: image]

‘How is Roscarrock?’

‘Quiet, quick, and sharp, My Lord. Sir Keith picks well.’

‘That I have never doubted. And who is he, Jessel?’

‘Hard to say yet, My Lord. He’s mentioned no family. He has the patience and watchfulness of a professional soldier, and the robustness of a farmer.’

‘Find out. I’d trust one of Kinnaird’s discoveries to be a good operative, but who knows for what side? This organization is a swamp of shadows and chancers. At every remove from myself I find greater ambiguity. Not a trivial point, Jessel. We need to know how useful he is, or how dangerous.’

‘My Lord.’

‘How useful and how dangerous, perhaps.’

‘Quite so, My Lord.’

‘Roscarrock: where’s that name from, for a start?’
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The sun never rose on the morning of the 22nd of July 1805; not in the eastern Atlantic, where winds from the Americas threw vast waves against the Spanish coast and harassed ships trying to manage the unwieldy passage between the Mediterranean and the North Sea. On the morning of the 22nd, the darkness of night dispersed to nothing better than a dense grey fog that hung like a heavy cold on fifteen British warships and their Captains. Vice-Admiral Robert Calder had woken to find himself the focus of the strategic ambitions and fears of all Europe, and unable to see beyond his own bowsprit.

Now Calder stared balefully into the fog from his quarterdeck, the ship’s Captain uneasy beside him. ‘I suppose we must trust that the Admiralty have judged the business right, sir.’

‘I do not find myself able to share your confidence, Cumming. At their direction I have abandoned the blockade of two French fleets to pursue this illusion of an engagement, and already those ships may have escaped into the Channel. Someone in London fancies a glorious triumph for breakfast, and I must risk a disaster to try to deliver it.’

Faintly, through the fog, came dim shouts of command from the nearest ship; intermittently, a twist of the fog would show a shadow in the gloom, a sail or a stern or a trick of the dark.

‘We have to stop Villeneuve returning to the Channel, sir. If we don’t—’

‘I intend to, Captain. But Villeneuve might be sailing under my stern as I stand here and I’d never know it, and meanwhile in my absence from Rochefort I may give the French navy the run of the Channel, and Napoleon free passage to Dover.’

‘The fog seems to be lifting over there, sir.’

‘The glass seems to be falling. Do all your men idle in that fashion, Cumming, or is that a special detachment of loafers?’

‘What do we know of Villeneuve’s fleet, sir?’

‘Perhaps twenty ship of the line to our fifteen, and a handful of frigates to our two.’ The Admiral sniffed. ‘Sporting odds, Cumming, and I’ll take them, except we can’t – there!’ The arm shot out, and Captain Cumming’s telescope snapped up and out to follow it. ‘Starboard quarter. Topsail in the fog. Quickly, man, what do you see?’

The combined French and Spanish fleet of Admiral Pierre de Villeneuve, returning to Europe from the West Indies with tired and hungry men and Admiral Nelson far behind, was sighted at eleven in the morning of the 22nd of July. Cumming’s HMS Prince of Wales barked out two speculative cannon shots before the fog covered the enemy fleet again.

For six gloomy and tedious hours, Calder manoeuvred his fleet after the French, the ships tacking and advancing with painful lethargy in the indifferent wind. The fleets slipped gradually south and west, pulling further away from the English Channel and the waiting French army and the vital blockades. A flirt of the fog would give the two Admirals glimpses of each other, and as quickly veil the temptation. A hurrying of the wind would suddenly offer the possibility of attack, and then drop to nothing in the slow Atlantic swell.

Sometime after five in the afternoon, Captain Hyde in HMS Hero found himself with the wind behind his stern and the French and Spanish line of ships over his bow and ordered the Hero’s guns run out ready for action, in a voice cracked with tiredness and thirst.
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‘There’s another one. He lived when he should have died.’

A raised eyebrow. ‘A problem?’

‘We don’t know yet.’

A frown. ‘Well, whose side is he on?’

‘We don’t know yet. But more importantly, he doesn’t know himself.’

A thin smile. ‘What to do, then?’

‘For now, we leave him in play. We have hopes. He could be useful.’

A narrowing of the eyes. ‘And if and when he stops being useful?’

‘He dies. What’s one more dead foot soldier in the war of Empires?’

A grunt.
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