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1

A dozen men sat low in their saddles amid the tall pines and stared at the road which wound about the hillside down below them. The sun shone through the trees and the air was heavy with the scent of pine, borne on a slight breeze, but otherwise the day was still. One of the men patted the neck of his horse, which had been startled by some movement close by: a snake perhaps. But not one of the horsemen spoke a word, and when a noise came to them at last it was that for which they had been waiting: the sound of iron-shod horses’ hooves on the hard, baked earth of the road. The sound of cavalry. The sound of the French.

Captain James Keane stood up in his stirrups and rose slightly in the saddle, straining to listen, trying to estimate the numbers of the approaching horsemen. Not enough for a squadron. A troop certainly. A company at most. Sixty men. That would do, he thought.

They could hear the jingle of harness now and the whinnying of the fast-approaching horses. And with it the occasional word or two of command, called out in French.

And then they came into view, the sun glinting on the polished brass helmets of the leading troopers: a half-troop of green-coated French dragoons, trotting ahead in skirmish order. From the sweat-flecked flanks of their mounts Keane could see that they had been riding hard and fast for some time, and as he had predicted they would, had slowed down only when they had reached this part of the road where the climb would have made their pace impossible. A trot was the best they could manage now.

The leading party rode, well spaced out, on either side of the road, their carbines drawn, their eyes sweeping the track from side to side. Keane could sense the fear and apprehension in their minds. They were right to be afraid. Behind the scouts rode the main body of the dragoons and with them a solitary, blue-coated horseman. Anyone might have supposed that with an escort of such a size this man in blue must surely be a general or some dignitary. But closer observation revealed that his rank was that of a mere captain of infantry. Across his horse’s sweating flanks were draped two leather saddlebags and these were the reason for the escort. Keane knew he was a courier, carrying orders and messages from the French high command to officers in the field, and since the French had invaded Portugal the previous year the number of men in any such courier’s escort had grown steadily as the attacks on them had escalated.

The mountains were teeming with guerrillas, a people’s army of peasants and ex-soldiers that had risen up to drive off the invader, and over the past months their attacks had become bolder and more confident and the guerrillas ever more brutal in their treatment of their captives. Keane had seen the inhuman horror of it at first hand. He was under orders to find and intercept any French courier that he could, in particular before the guerrillas got their hands on them and tortured them to death. Quite apart from such barbaric treatment being meted out to a fellow officer, it was far better for intelligence purposes to retrieve any courier alive than merely be handed the bloodied papers that he had carried. Now he had that rare chance.

*
Keane knew that he and his men had not yet been seen and that timing was vital. He nodded to the man on his left, a wiry youth who, putting his hands to his mouth, gave the call of a wild bird. One of the dragoons looked up at the noise but did not see them and thought nothing of it. He looked away and then, perhaps thinking the better of it, glanced again towards where the sound had come from, thinking that he might have seen a flash of sunlight, reflected on steel. But by then it was too late for him to save his life.

*
The dragoons rounded the bend in the road and, sensing something wrong, stopped in their tracks. The lead cavalryman shouted something. But it was only half finished before his head exploded, as a well-aimed bullet smashed into his temple. There were other shouts and Keane saw two of the dragoons raise their carbines to fire as the others went to draw their sabres, knowing sensibly that now that would be the only way to save their lives: with sword against sword. Then, from Keane’s left, on the road below, with a great roar, a mass of cavalry swept towards the dragoons. Blue-coated and wearing the distinctive dark brown busby of the hussar, they swung their razor-edged, curved light cavalry sabres above their heads and yelled as they spurred towards the French.

But their war cry, though familiar to Keane, was not that of Spain or Britain. It was the guttural roar of ‘Gott Mit Uns’ that rose above the trees, as King George’s loyal Hanoverians took death to the French.

Keane did not wait to watch the fighting but, turning to his right, sought out his sergeant.

‘Sarn’t Ross?’

‘Sir?’

‘Down the hill. With me.’

Pulling hard against the reins to turn his mount’s head, Keane spurred his horse, pacing, down the slope and, sabre in hand, led his men out of the trees. Most of the dragoons had ridden to the front, to face the oncoming German attack, and only a skeleton guard now remained with the courier. Now Keane and his men came down hard upon them, yelling like the banshee. Keane careered into a green-coated cavalryman, knocking him back as his horse, used to the fury of battle and as keen as her master, kicked and butted hard into the other man’s mount. The dragoon was pushed off balance and struggled to stay in the saddle then, swinging wildly, he drove his long, straight Klingenthal blade towards Keane. It missed him entirely and, without bothering to parry, Keane cut to the left with his own weapon and connected with the man’s arm, nearly severing it close to the shoulder. The dragoon screamed and at last fell from his horse, which reared and scrambled down the hill, trampling the body of his dying master.

Keane carried on. All around him his men were engaged with the enemy now, but their surprise had been total and the advantage was theirs. He hacked at a green-coated back, left the man for dead, then for an instant caught himself wondering how the Germans were faring on their left. Seconds later he found himself facing a tall dragoon sergeant who smiled at him knowingly through yellow teeth before lunging at his chest. Keane parried with a stroke to the right which deflected the blade, but in doing so felt the full force of the man’s cut: strong and powerful against his blade.

Recovering, he made his own attack at the man’s neck and was parried in turn with a skill that caught him off guard. This man was good, better than most French troopers he had met in combat, marrying a real finesse at swordplay with formidable strength. He was a veteran, Keane guessed, who must have fought through the revolutionary wars and earned his stripes in the blood of battle. The dragoon came at him again, with a stroke to the left, and Keane met it just in time. His riposte was clumsy but perhaps on that account it hit home and the man winced as Keane’s sabre caught him in the ribs, cutting clean through the green serge tunic.

The man stopped for a moment and glanced down at his stomach, seeing the blood beginning to seep through the cloth. Then he looked up again at Keane and with a snarl attacked again, with fury born of pain. The blade swung towards Keane but he was ready for it now and, anticipating the force, parried it high and forced the man’s hand down before sliding his own, deeply curved Arabian blade along the enemy sword, to connect with his chest. Keane’s sabre slid in, helped by the force of the man’s own stroke, and pierced the dragoon’s body close to the heart. The man stared at Keane with wide eyes that quickly glazed over. Keane withdrew the bloodied blade and the dragoon slumped over his horse.

Looking to his left, Keane could see the hussars in the thick of a desperate melee with the dragoons. But now his prize was in sight. At last he was on the courier. At close quarters, the captain seemed to him no more than a boy of perhaps twenty at most. He glared at Keane and raised his slim infantry sword in a feeble defence. It would have been the work of an instant to kill him, but Keane did not cut at the officer. Instead, using the pommel of his sword hilt, he dealt the boy such a blow on the head that it knocked him senseless. Before he could fall from the saddle, though, Keane had grabbed him. He called out to one of his men, ‘Martin, take this boy up the hill. We need him alive.’

Will Martin, Keane’s fellow countryman, a farmer’s boy from County Down, rode up fast and, grabbing hold of the courier, together with the reins of his horse, managed somehow to manoeuvre both of them with him slowly up into the cover of the pines.

Turning back to rejoin the rest of his men, Keane saw that, while two of them were busy dispatching two of the dragoons, the others had disengaged. From the direction of the hussars, the French were streaming past them now, apparently oblivious to their presence in their flight, eager only to escape from the deadly men in blue who had accounted for so many of their comrades.

Some two dozen of the cavalry fled along the road, pursued by a few of the hussars, their blood up. Others had gone already and the ground lay littered with the bodies of the rest. Perhaps a dozen of the Germans lay on the road while others sat in their saddles, clutching at their wounds. But it was clear who had had the best of the fight.

He scanned the dead for signs of the chocolate-brown, black fur-trimmed coat, which was the unique uniform of his own men, and thanked God that he could see none. Then, raising his hand in command, he shouted towards those closest to him, ‘Guides, to me. Follow me.’

He led the way uphill, towards where they had begun, in the cover of the pines on the hillside. The French officer had regained consciousness and was sitting with his back to a tree, his head in his hands, watched over by Martin. Keane looked around him, eager to see that all his men had returned safely. He turned to Ross. ‘Sarn’t Ross, what’s our state?’

‘Good, sir. No losses. Heredia’s taken a cut to his arm and Garland one to his back, but nothing worse.’

He looked at them as they dismounted and watched them loosen their tack and pat their horses. Heredia, the tall Portuguese cavalryman, inspected the cut on his forearm as he tied it up with a strip of torn muslin. Gilpin, the wily thief, short in stature but quick as lightning in a fight as he was in his previous profession, seemed unhurt and was laughing at his good fortune. Martin, still with an eye on the Frenchman, was wiping the blood from his sabre on a clump of grass, and Garland, the big ex-prizefighter, was removing his shirt so that another of their party could see how deep the Frenchman’s sword had cut.

Keane watched as Gabriella, the common-law wife of another of the company, took a canteen of water to the young Frenchman.

Horatio Silver had been a sailor, or so he said, serving at Trafalgar under Lord Nelson. But then he had turned thief, his sentence commuted to service with the colours in the 69th foot. Once a thief, though, thought Keane, always a thief. And so Silver had been plucked by them from the jails of Lisbon the previous year, the first recruit to Keane’s newly formed unit. Gabriella had come with him and, more than able to fight her corner, had been quickly accepted as one of the men.

The Frenchman took the canteen gratefully and Keane walked across to where he sat. He looked down at his captive. ‘Parlezvous anglais?’

The man nodded. ‘A little, yes.’

‘You are carrying letters.’ He pointed to the saddlebags, which lay on the ground some distance from them. ‘Who sent them?’

The Frenchman looked at him and shook his head. ‘I cannot tell you that.’

Keane nodded. He had come to have a respect for the French who carried these letters. They knew they had the most dangerous job in the Peninsula, that their life expectancy must be very low, and yet they continued to try. Most of them were young officers such as this, eager for promotion, keen to accept the danger if it meant reward. And most of them he knew would never see France again, but would die horribly and in agony, those that fell into the wrong hands, at least. This boy was one of the lucky ones and Keane would soon let him know it.

‘Captain Keane.’ The voice came from behind him.

Keane straightened up and turned and watched as the commander of the German hussars dismounted.

Captain Wilhelm von Krokenburgh was a tall man, of about the same height as Keane, with the aquiline looks of his country’s aristocracy and a thin mouth, above which grew an abundant moustache. He walked across to Keane, smiling broadly. ‘Good sport, Keane, eh?’

‘Yes, von Krokenburgh, your men certainly had a field day.’

The German laughed. ‘Did you see ’em run, Keane? The green lizards. Could have had a good deal more of them, given time.’

It was curious how the man spoke in almost an exaggeration of an English idiom, even though his accent was distinctly Teutonic. It was almost as if he needed to prove his rank and station. It betrayed, thought Keane, a certain insecurity. But then, he granted, who would not be insecure when your homeland had been overrun by the enemy and you were forced to live in exile in a foreign country?

The German hussars, or, to give them their correct title, 1st Hussars, the King’s German Legion, had been attached to Keane’s troop for a fortnight now, a necessity as the cavalry escorts to the French couriers had grown in number. They came from Hanover, formed by the exiled subjects of King George in his role as Elector of that state. The king had made them welcome in Britain, with their headquarters in Sussex, and over the seven years since their formation they had integrated with the local population, some even taking English wives. They were renowned as good fighters, ordered by a strict discipline and strengthened by a genuine hatred for the French who had taken their home. So, while von Krokenburgh might have irritated him from time to time with all his airs and graces, Keane was genuinely glad to have him and his men fighting at his side.

He knew too, even before he spoke, what the German’s reaction would now be to seeing the captive who sat before them.

‘This sprat’s of no use to us, Keane. Better he’d have been killed, eh?’

‘Not so, von Krokenburgh. You know as well as I do that he is of value to us. That is why we took him alive.’

‘Surely all we need is in those bags. Why bother with the messenger?’

‘Because the “messenger”, as you call him, is often of more value than the papers he carries, and sometimes even the papers are themselves worthless.’

Von Krokenburgh shrugged. ‘Have you looked at them yet?’

‘All in good time, von Krokenburgh.’

The German cursed. ‘As you will, Keane. But I would rather he was dead. With every dead Frenchman we grow another step closer to the liberation of my country. I wish you luck with him. Now I must see to my men. Is your woman about? We have a few wounded.’

Keane nodded. ‘I’m sure that Gabriella – our woman, as you call her – will be happy to help when she has finished with our own wounded.’

Von Krokenburgh grunted and shrugged, then walked away towards his men.

Keane turned to the Frenchman, who was staring into the mid distance. ‘You’re a very lucky man, you know.’

The captain nodded his head. ‘Yes, I know that. Thank you. Thank God it was you and not those savages who took us. Did we lose many?’

‘It’s hard to say. Perhaps a dozen killed. More wounded. My sergeant will make a count. Most of your escort seemed happier to run away and leave you to us.’

‘They’re no fools. They think my journey is a waste of time. They don’t want to be in these mountains. No one does. Only fools would stay here to be slaughtered.’

‘Your emperor seems to want you to stay here.’

‘He has his reasons.’

‘And you. What is your reason for being here?’

‘I volunteered. I need promotion.’

‘You’re a captain. Like me. Isn’t that sufficient? You seem young enough.’

He shook his head. ‘You don’t understand, captain. In our army there are generals who are hardly older than me. In the army of the emperor there is the chance for any man to become a marshal of France. That is my dream.’

‘Some dream. You chose to gamble your life against the guerrillas.’

The man shrugged. ‘If you like.’

‘You know what they do?’

The man’s face grew pale. ‘I’ve heard.’

‘That dream must really matter to you then.’

‘When you’ve come through all we’ve come through you would understand, captain. I was born into war. It’s all that I know.’

Keane smiled at him. ‘Then we have something in common, don’t we? Captain… what did you say your name was?’

‘I didn’t, but it’s Henri. Jules Henri.’

‘So, Captain Henri, do you now suppose, as I have done you a favour in saving your life from both the guerrillas and our German friends over there, that you might find it in yourself to tell me who gave you the papers and to whom you were taking them?’

The man looked at him and Keane could see the despair and the resignation. ‘My general gave them to me.’

‘And who might he be?’ Keane knew that he might find this out by simply looking at the letters, but he wanted the boy to crack, to become his. Then who knew what other information he might give up. It was all part of the game that he had perfected while interrogating couriers over the past year.

The boy said nothing for a few moments. Keane waited, knowing what was likely to happen. Then at last the Frenchman spoke. ‘You said you had been born into war. Like me.’

‘And so I was. It seems so at least. For I have been a soldier these twenty years.’

‘And I was born twenty years ago. In the Revolution.’

Keane laughed. ‘Ah, the Revolution. That was the start of France’s trouble. And the start of all this. How many men has your country lost since then, do you suppose? In the name of liberty and then in the name of the emperor?’

The boy stared at him and said again, ‘You said that you were born to war. Where did you fight?’

Keane smiled. ‘In Alexandria, in the desert against your general Napoleon, as he was then. And in Flanders, before that. You beat us then.’ The Frenchman smiled. Keane continued. ‘But not since.’

‘Corunna. You were beaten then. We drove you into the sea.’

Keane shook his head. ‘No. We escaped across the sea. There is a difference, and now we’re back. And you are here as my guest, for as long as I can keep you safe from the guerrillas. We deal with them constantly.’

The veiled threat was not lost on the boy. Keane looked at him and saw that his spirit was beginning to break. ‘More water, Captain Henri? Or a little wine perhaps?’

The captain shook his head. ‘No. No, thank you. I truly am most grateful, captain, that you took me prisoner.’ He seemed about to say more and then looked down at his feet and said nothing for a long minute. Then he looked up and said, ‘Perhaps I will accept your offer. A little wine might be nice.’

Walking over to his horse, Keane unslung a flask from his saddlebag and returned, offering it to the captain, who, having taken a long draught, continued. ‘I am carrying papers from Marshal Massena to our army in the field. Of course you would have learned as much just by looking at them.’

‘Nevertheless, thank you for telling me. You will travel with us back to our lines. And I promise you that neither the guerrillas nor the Germans over there will harm you. You have my word, captain.’

*
They camped for the night on a plateau high above the hills. It was a place they had first found some two months ago and Keane had marked it on his master map for future use. Mapping out the country was just one of his many tasks. The place had the advantage of being sufficiently hidden in a dip to allow the flames of their campfires to go unnoticed. Keane made sure that the French captain messed with him and his men, away from the Hanoverians.

Silver and Gabriella had cooked up a stew of sorts from rice, tomatoes and salt beef in the big Flanders kettle that she carried slung across her mule. Even Keane admitted that it didn’t taste half bad and their French prisoner seemed perfectly happy with his supper. The man had accepted some more wine with his dinner and had begun to speak volubly, as Keane had hoped he would.

There was not much of use as yet. Mostly he waffled on about his home in the Auvergne and the family he had not seen for two years, but occasionally he would drop in something that made Keane sit up: the fact that many of the animals in the artillery gun teams had become sick or the aside that Marshal Massena had a passion for peaches.

Keane encouraged it. It was just the sort of stuff that Wellington wanted. And it had been on just such a night that he had learned that Marshal Ney was moving across the Peninsula with half the French army. Another courier had spoken then, taken into confidence and in his cups. And so the boy went on and the fire crackled, and the wine flowed, although Keane was aware that while the flames would not be seen, the smoke would give them away. The last thing that he wanted was to attract the attention of an inquisitive band of guerrillas.

So he let the Frenchman prattle away and refilled his cup while the men spoke among themselves. He had ordered no singing this night, from the Germans too, lest they be heard from far off in the stillness that hung about the mountains of the high sierra. Instead the men told stories to each other or tried to grab some sleep.

Sitting close to Keane, Sergeant Ross was midway through a story about a witch who had terrorized south-west Scotland in the seventeenth century, holding the men spellbound, as he always did. Gabriella shook her head and muttered something in Portuguese.

Martin stared at Ross. ‘Did they really have witches in the Scottish Highlands, sergeant?’

Gilpin laughed. ‘Don’t pay any heed to him, Martin. It’s all talk.’

Ross shook his head and continued. ‘Still do, boy. Just as they do where you come from, in Ireland. Brimful of witches, Ireland is. Didn’t your mother never tell you that?’

‘No, sergeant.’

‘Well, that’s what it is. Full of them. And if, like me, you had the second sight, you’d be able to tell just who might be a witch. Now take yon woman over there.’ He pointed to Gabriella, who had walked off to stir her stewpot.

‘She’s not a witch, is she?’

Ross smiled. ‘Well, laddie, what do you think? Do you think she might have a bit of the witch in her?’

Martin stared at Gabriella. ‘Do you really think so?’

Ross laughed. ‘No, laddie. She’s no witch, though she’s a magical way with a stew, wouldn’t you say?’

The others laughed, as did Keane. He was well aware that Ross was from Glasgow and had no more of the Highlander in him than himself. And as for ‘the second sight’…

Silver, who had seated himself beside Keane, spoke, quietly. ‘Those Germans get on my wick, sir. Can’t stomach them for all their preening and fancy ways.’

‘But they’re not bad in a fight, Silver.’

‘True, but I’d rather be shot of them, sir. We can handle ourselves all right, sir, can’t we?’

‘Of course we can, Silver. But we must have someone to do the dirty work, mustn’t we?’

Silver laughed. ‘That’s one way of putting it, sir. Yes, I like that. Doing the dirty work. I’ll tell the wife that. She can’t stand them neither.’

‘She’s had no trouble from them?’

‘No, sir. Nothing like that. It’s just they seem to treat her like their own skivvy.’

‘And she’s your skivvy, is that it, Silver?’

The man smiled. ‘You might say so, sir. Well, she’s my wife at least, ain’t she?’

‘You haven’t married her yet, though, have you?’

‘Not proper, sir, not church-married. With a priest. But we’re army married, if you understand what I mean, sir.’

‘Yes, I understand.’

Keane understood.

Like those of so many of the men who made up Wellington’s army, Silver’s marriage was by common law. When husbands were killed or died of disease their wives would take a new man, often within days. It was a matter of survival, particularly if children were involved. It was not an ideal situation and the unscrupulous could exploit it – on both sides. But it was the way that the army did things. Had always done things. And that, Keane knew, could not be changed. Even though other things might.

*

Plucked from his company in the Inniskilling Fusiliers, a distinguished infantry regiment from his homeland of Ireland, Keane had in the past year been propelled into a type of soldiering he had never known in twenty years with the colours in Flanders, Egypt and the Peninsula.

He had become what they politely termed an ‘exploring’ or ‘observing’ officer for the newly created general Wellington, his fellow Irishman, Arthur Wellesley. In effect Keane was a spy. One of a select group of officers who had been singled out to go either alone or with parties of chosen men behind enemy lines and liaise with the guerrillas to gather information on the movements of the French. Wellington wanted to know everything, it seemed, from the size of the French armies and their whereabouts, to what their commanders had for breakfast. Keane had not been enthusiastic. But he had warmed to his task and now took pride in his new-found ability.

It still amused and surprised him too that he should have gained his new position by default. The only reason that he had come to Wellington’s notice in the first place had been on account of his having killed a brother officer in a duel. What was sure to be his apparent dismissal, or worse, had been commuted by the general to this new role. It did not help that since then he had killed another of his comrades in self-defence, nor that the sister of that dead man was the girl with whom he had fallen in love and who, as far as he was aware, still did not know the truth about her brother’s death.

These things weighed heavily on Keane’s mind as they had done every day for the last eight months, and he was glad to be out here in the field with his men and away from the questions that were sure in the end to come when at last he returned to Lisbon. He knew too that he commanded as fine a body of men as anyone might wish for. They might have been for the most part the scrapings of Lisbon’s jails, but they had been turned by Keane and his sergeant, in a year’s hard soldiering in the mountains of the high sierra, into a force on which he knew he could rely.

One of their number, though, was missing, had been missing for the better part of the year. Keane’s closest friend in the army, Tom Morris of the artillery, as far removed from a felon as you could hope to meet, had been one of the first to join his troop and the only officer. But Morris had spent the past few months posted to headquarters, engaged on another matter of espionage.

Heredia, before he had joined their number, had discovered a French agent on the general staff – a distinguished British officer – and it had fallen to Morris to expose him. However, it was proving more difficult to do so than they had anticipated. Keane was concerned for his friend and intended, once they returned, to have it out with his superiors. Morris had been gone too long. Any longer and he might leave their number.

Their ranks, though, had been augmented. In the past few months they had been joined by two more men. One a gunner, Israel Leech, who had been recommended to them directly by Morris. Leech was no criminal, but handy with explosives and it was just possible that he might come in useful. He was a cool fellow, thought Keane, and inclined to swings of temper, but the men seemed to have taken to him well enough.

The other man was newly arrived just before they had set out on their current expedition.

Jack Archer had come to them expressly on Major Grant’s orders and Keane was still unsure why. Certainly he seemed to satisfy enough of the criteria for their force; he could speak passable Spanish and was a good shot and a fine horseman. Keane supposed that was enough, but he wondered why Grant had been so insistent.

Keane looked at them all as they laughed together at the conclusion of Ross’s ghost story and he knew they were his men now. Even the newcomers. They would ride on tomorrow, and the next day, he knew, would reach the lines. And then he would hand over the Frenchman to his superiors and learn from them what new task they had dreamt up for him.

Undoubtedly it would be some form of intelligence gathering. But as to whether he might be sent to persuade a guerrilla captain to aid them or merely to intercept another courier, he did not know. It was not of any great consequence.

The French were massing for an attack. Not under Napoleon. The sort of fighting they engaged in here was not, Keane supposed, to the liking of a man who had made his name on the plains of central Europe. Instead the Corsican had entrusted the taking of the Peninsula to his great captains, Soult, Ney, Massena. Soon they would come, and it was Keane’s role to discover when and where they would make that attack. It was late June now and the campaigning season had only a few months left to run before the weather closed in and it became impossible for an army to operate effectively, let alone fight and win a battle.

He had come to relish his role, although at times he longed for the old life and action in line, meeting the enemy in battle.

The only actions left to him now were those such as today’s – harassing actions and skirmishes. That was all they had seen since Talavera, and Keane presumed it would be all the action he would be destined to see for the foreseeable future. It all depended upon the commander-in-chief and whether or not he should choose to meet the French in battle. The men were keen for it certainly and Keane had heard talk that London was split in two as to what should be done. Some said that Wellington should sail home with his army. Beresford too, and abandon the Portuguese to their fate. Others, though, wanted action. He wondered which side Old Nosey would take in his wisdom.

All he knew was that he would take his orders and gather the intelligence that would give Wellington the all-important upper hand when the French push finally came. It was a waiting game they were playing now, and one thing Keane had learned since he had taken on his new role was that waiting gave them time, and while time might be the common soldier’s everyday enemy, for the intelligencer it was the most precious commodity in the world.
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