
[image: cover.jpg]


 

 

 

GLORIOUS

POISON


 

 

 

Also by Kat Dunn

Dangerous Remedy

Monstrous Design


 

KAT

DUNN

GLORIOUS

POISON


 

 

 




 
  
 
 

 AN IMPRINT OF HEAD OF ZEUS

 www.headofzeus.com




First published in the UK in 2022 by Zephyr at Head of Zeus Ltd, 
part of Bloomsbury Publishing Plc

Copyright © Kat Dunn, 2022

The moral right of Kat Dunn to be identified as the author of this work has been asserted in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act of 1988.

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise, without the prior permission of both the copyright owner and the above publisher of this book.

This is a work of fiction. All characters, organizations, and events portrayed in this novel are either products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously.

A catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library.

ISBN (HB): 9781789543728

ISBN (E): 9781789543711

Cover design by Laura Brett

Head of Zeus Ltd

First Floor East
5–8 Hardwick Street
London EC1R 4RG

WWW.HEADOFZEUS.COM


 

 

 

For my found family

(though some of you are biologically related to me, it just took us a while to find family in each other)
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Arrête! C’est ici l’Empire de la Mort

Inscription above the entrance to the catacombs in Paris

 

Oh! pleasant exercise of hope and joy!

‘The French Revolution as It Appeared to Enthusiasts at Its Commencement’

William Wordsworth

[image: img2.jpg]


Contents

Also by Kat Dunn

Title Page

Copyright

Dedication

Epigraph

The story so far…

PART ONE: BLISS WAS IT IN THAT DAWN TO BE ALIVE (10 October 1794)

1. A Cell Underground

2. The Palais Royal

3. The Duc’s Palace

4. Hôtel de Landrieu

5. The Duc’s Palace

6. The Streets of Paris

PART TWO: LES VICTIMES (11 October 1794)

1. Hôtel de Landrieu

2. The Cells Beneath theDuc’s Palace

3. The Steps of the Salle du Manège

4. The Duc’s Palace

5. Camille’s Bedroom, Hôtel de Landrieu

6. Bal des Victimes

7. The Cells Beneath the Duc’s Palace

8. The Duc’s Palace

9. Bal des Victimes

10. The Duc’s Palace

11. Bal des Victimes

12. Rue de Charenton

PART THREE: DROWNING, DROWNING, DROWNED (13 October 1794)

1. The Duc’s Palace

2. The House of Madame de Beauharnaise

3. Olympe and Guil’s Room

4. Hôtel de Landrieu

5. Clémentine’s Laboratory

6. A Village Outside Paris

7. Hôtel de Landrieu

8. Abbaye de Saint-Germain-des-Prés

9. Abbaye de Saint-Germain-des-Prés

PART FOUR: DESCENT (13 October 1794)

1. The Catacombs

2. The Duc’s Palace

3. Salon, Hôtel de Landrieu

4. Rue Saint-Honoré

5. Backstage at the Théâtre Patriotique

6. The Duc’s Palace

7. Hôtel de Landrieu

8. Hôtel de Landrieu

9. Hôtel de Landrieu

10. The Hôtel Kitchens

PART FIVE: BATAILLON DES MORTS (14 October 1794)

1. Olympe’s Room

2. The Catacombs

3. A Café on the Rue Saint-Honoré

4. The Duc’s Palace

5. The Catacombs

6. The Duc’s Palace

7. The Duc’s Palace

8. Théâtre de l’Égalité

9. The Catacombs

10. The Au Petit Suisse

11. Paris

PART SIX: APRÈS MOI LE DELUGE (16 October 1794)

1. The Kitchens of the Duc’s Palace

2. Olympe’s Room

3. Outside the Ballroom

4. Outside the Ballroom

5. The Laboratory, the Duc’s Palace

6. The Au Petit Suisse, the Night Before the Demonstration

7. The Duc’s Palace

8. The Ballroom

9. The Ballroom

10. Outside the Ballroom

11. The Staircase

12. A Graveyard in England

Postscript: The Harbour, Marseille

Acknowledgements

About the Author

An Invitation from the Publisher


The story so far…

[image: img3.jpg]

It is six months since Camille and the Battalion of the Dead – her scientist girlfriend, Ada, deserting soldier Guil and disinherited aristocrat Al – were hired to rescue Olympe by the Duc de l’Aubespine, who was posing as her father. Olympe was the key part of his electrical experiments to find a weapon to topple the Revolution and restore the Bourbon dynasty to the throne. Olympe was held by Docteur Comtois, who had worked for the duc previously but taken the side of the Revolutionaries.

When the battalion found out the truth about Olympe, they refused to give her over to either side, instead determining to get her to safety. But before they could, Camille’s English ex-fiancé, James, turned traitor and kidnapped Olympe.

Camille and Al pursued James and Olympe to England, while Guil and Ada stayed in Paris to anticipate the duc’s next move. Secretly, Camille gave Ada her own mission: become a sleeper agent in the duc’s household. To gain his trust, she would have to make him believe she had betrayed the battalion for good.

In England, Camille and Al went to James’s family, pretending to be refugees from the Terror – and Camille still James’s loving fiancée. She was welcomed home, and a date was set for the wedding. James was on the back foot. He had gone to Paris at the behest of his surgical tutor, Wickham, who had been conducting his own research into electricity and got word of Olympe’s powers. James thought to take Olympe for himself and hand her over to his father, the Minister of War, to gain his favour, but his father didn’t believe in her powers. James hid Olympe from both Camille and a furious Wickham out for revenge, but when James discovered Wickham had created his own electrical monster to hunt them down, he was forced to turn to Camille for help. Things came to a head at the wedding, when Wickham attacked, sending Camille and Olympe fleeing in a game of cat and mouse.

Meanwhile in France, Robespierre was overthrown and the duc sensed the moment would soon come to launch his coup. Ada secured a place for herself with him as his apprentice, claiming she had cut ties with the battalion. Then the duc revealed Olympe’s mother, Clémentine, had been released from prison – and was his sister. Ada thought she might have found an ally and told Clémentine where Olympe was, but it proved to be a mistake. Clémentine was loyal to her brother, and when the duc discovered Ada’s deceit, he dragged both her and Guil to England in pursuit of Camille and Olympe.

They arrived at the wedding in time to stop Wickham, but the danger wasn’t over yet. Camille challenged the duc to settle their score in a duel, and for a brief moment it seemed as though the battalion could win.

Then Ada made her move.

She turned on the battalion and delivered Olympe to the duc.

Camille had known the duc would never stop hunting Olympe while she lived; to stop him for good, they had to play a long game. So she had instructed Ada to betray the battalion so drastically the duc could not doubt her loyalty to him. Their only chance was to convince the duc he had won and the battalion had fallen apart, to let his own arrogance blind him as they continued to work in secret to bring him down. And Ada, embedded in the heart of his operation, poised to strike when he would least expect.

Now, the duc’s political allies rule Paris. With Ada and Clémentine at his side, and Olympe and Guil imprisoned, the duc thinks himself all but unstoppable, and Camille, Al and James have returned to France, broken and defeated.

But this is the Battalion of the Dead.

There is no fate. No destiny.

Everything is a choice.

What they choose next will change the course of history.


PART ONE

Bliss Was It in That Dawn to Be Alive

10 October 1794
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A Cell Underground
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A cell was not the worst prison Guil knew of.

There was the narrow dugout in Spain he had been trapped in for three days, with the rotting bodies of his squadron for company. Any move was met by rifle fire; a prison he had no choice but to stay in, hour after hour, as the flies swarmed and the stink of putrefaction gathered like fog clinging to the inside of his mouth and nose.

Then there was the prison of a life half-lived. With no meaning, no hope, the only escape in death. A prison that closed around him when he deserted, disillusioned.

A cell, no, that was not so bad.

A cell had rules. Two square metres of freedom. Four walls of its own. The dream of escape.

He thought of Olympe enclosed within the iron mask. Her cell was visible by the narrow slot in his door through which guards posted him stale slices of bread, rinds of cheese. Once a day they would bring him a bucket of fresh water, and take out the previous day’s bucket he had used for slop.

They came for Olympe more frequently.

Each day he watched as she was held still and spoonfuls of gruel were pushed through the twisted iron mouth so that she had to swallow or else choke. He thought of the way her head sagged to one side, the weight too great to bear. There were no eye slits in this mask. The duc had not thought it necessary. Blinkered like a horse, she was terrified, and malleable.

A cell was a far more benevolent prison.

His duty now was to watch over Olympe. Offer whatever protection he could.

A rattle of keys announced the guards and Guil took up position by the door, blinking as his eyes adjusted to the bright light of the oil lamp they carried. Always two guards, stout and sturdy.

They knew she would fight.

She always fought.

This time was no different. A scuffle, the bark of metal on stone and her voice, a muffled howl, as the fight spilled from the cell. Olympe had grown as thin as he had, her arms too easily enclosed by the men’s hands. She struggled all the same, wielding her mask as a weapon. She caught one in the face and he fell back, blood streaming from his mouth and a snapped tooth in his hand.

Snarling, he raised his baton high.

‘Wait!’

At the sound of Guil’s voice, Olympe turned the bulbous horror of her head towards him.

Guil’s mouth was dry. He had tried to intervene before. There was a narrow line to walk between getting the guards’ attention and angering them more. But he had a plan.

‘Take me too.’

‘They don’t want you,’ sneered the guard with the baton. ‘Only her.’

‘How much use is she to them if you cannot deliver her in one piece?’

‘If they cared what state she was in they wouldn’t keep her down here,’ the guard laughed, but the other man seemed less sure.

‘He might not care, but she would.’

Guil listened closely. They were talking about the duc and – no, he couldn’t even think her name. He was still too furious, and if he got distracted by his anger this wouldn’t work.

‘So?’ said the man with the baton.

‘He listens to her. What if she decides we don’t have jobs any more?’

Guil spoke up, ‘Olympe will go peacefully if she has me with her. Is that not so, Olympe?’

Slowly, the heavy head nodded.

‘Oh, for— Fine.’ The guard holding her tossed a set of keys to the other man, who unlocked Guil’s door.

‘Turn around and keep your hands up.’

The door opened with a rush of damp air. Guil’s arms were wrenched behind his back and tied tightly.

‘You have to explain this to them,’ grumbled Olympe’s guard. ‘I’m not taking the flack for letting prisoners out without authorisation.’

The men led them from the cellar, throwing a cloth bag over the iron mask. Guil’s shoulder brushed against Olympe’s as they mounted the stairs and the contact was a moment of respite. She was still here, alive, as safe as he could make her.

At the top of the stairs the house was cold with the chill of winter. Servants passed back and forth carrying pails of soapy water, buckets of coal, the running of a grand estate like a city in miniature. Guil stumbled, blinking against the whitewashed walls and the clatter of shoes on tiles. It was momentarily disorientating to be in space so open and light after many months confined to his cell. The guard jerked him upright and he staggered along, keeping pace.

So the battalion had come to this: bound and clumsy and trailing Olympe’s skirts like a loyal dog. Perhaps that’s all family really meant: staying with someone through the suffering. Bearing witness to their worst moments, and not turning away from pain.

Perhaps that was what the battalion had always been about.

The palace was busy with workmen too. Dust sheets had been laid over the parquet to create criss-crossing paths; people carrying sheets of metal and planks of wood, disassembled scaffolding and boxes of screws and nails and rolls of tools moved back and forth in a constant traffic. Their little party of prisoners and guards was given little attention. After the last five years of turmoil, only the most foolhardy asked questions.

The work centred on a vast ballroom set into the heart of the building; through the open doors Guil caught a glimpse of a space larger than seemed possible. Then he realised part of the ceiling had been panelled with sheets of highly polished metal, giving the effect of a mirror hung overhead.

Before he could see more, they were pushed through another doorway and up a servants’ staircase. Olympe, blinded by her mask, shuffled behind. Every now and then his elbow would nudge her arm, or his hip bump hers in some paltry gesture of comfort.

Finally they were brought to a halt outside a grand set of Rococo double doors decorated in white and gold fleur-de-lis and curlicues. One guard knocked, and a voice bid them enter.

The doors opened onto a large study where the Rococo excess continued, illuminated by dull autumn light that spilled in through floor to ceiling windows. A ceramic stove the height of a person radiated heat from one corner, and drawn close to it was a desk covered in neat stacks of paperwork. The Duc de l’Aubespine’s crest of arms had been carved into the front, golden fleur-de-lis on a sable field bisected by an azure band, and above, the crown of a duc.

There was a single figure in the room, seated behind the desk.

‘Prisoners for the duc,’ announced the guard.

Ada folded her hands before her and regarded Guil and Olympe impassively.

‘The duc is occupied. I will be conducting the tests today.’


2

The Palais Royal
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The Palais Royal was back.

Five years of revolution had been snuffed out between one drink and the next. The Palais de l’Égalité had been a crucible of thought, new ideas simmering between sweating bodies and brimming glasses, new dawns declared from tabletops. But the paint on the sign was peeling, showing the old name beneath. Politics had been swapped for wealth, the new dawn sliding back into the lugubrious evening of the night before.

Al strolled through the gates like the devil returning to hell.

In a new silk suit, lace spilling from his cuffs and a silver-topped cane in his hand, he passed through the shaded colonnades towards the Théâtre Montansier; here and there a head turned, eyes following his progress.

The Café de Chartres sprawled across a back corner of the Palais. The bend in the river of humanity flowing from the theatres and gaming tables, where the current slowed and revellers washed up on the banks of tables and chairs to pass the time of day, watch the crowds and skim the scattered pamphlets and news sheets.

Al took a table under the shade of a beech tree and ordered a pot of coffee. His pocket watch marked it to be just after one. The matinées wouldn’t have started yet. On the far side of the colonnades, a sans-culottes was being ejected from another café by the owner, who was shouting about an aunt lost to Robespierre and the Terror. Only yesterday
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