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It is a little unusual, but I must start this with a health and safety warning. Please do not try any experiments with flour and candles. There are plenty of videos online if you want to see what can happen. You have been warned.

The retreat from Burgos was reckoned, by those who endured both, to be worse than Moore’s retreat to Corunna. The suffering and the losses were horrendous. They are dealt with admirably in Carol Divall, Wellington’s Worst Scrape, The Burgos Campaign, 1812 (Barnsley, 2012). It is, perhaps understandably, somewhat eclipsed by Napoleon’s retreat from Moscow when the Grand Armée was destroyed in the Russian winter. That event had its impact on the Peninsular War, as you will read.

During the Burgos campaign, Michael Roberts finds himself the subject of unwelcome scrutiny by a senior officer and not only experiences the retreat from Burgos, but finds himself briefly in command of B Troop of the 16th Light Dragoons, who formed part of Wellington’s rearguard. There is hard fighting, atrocious weather, stubborn determination and gross incompetence at the highest level.

It is not long, however, before he finds himself back in Lisbon, engaged in a deadly game with Renard’s agents, one that has surprising results. 

There are old friends, new friends and possibly even the love that Michael longs for as the story takes him from Spain to Lisbon, to London and back again.
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Chapter 1
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It was just after dawn, the sky blue and cloudless, and the full heat of the sun was still a few hours away. The road from Madrid to Valencia, rutted and baked hard under the August sun, rose gently from the banks of the river Tajuna, and headed steadily southwest, through rough brush and occasional olive groves. Since passing through the outlying British cavalry pickets the road had been deserted. Lieutenant Lapointe of the French Fifteenth Dragoons urged his horse on and up the slope. It was old, in dreadful condition, but it only had to carry him for the five days it would take to reach the French army at Valencia. 

The road crested a low ridge and began to curve around an olive grove, it would hide the river from sight. Lapointe reined in the horse and turned it so he could look back the way he had come. Half a mile away he could see the two British light dragoons, sitting on their horses on the far side of the bridge over the river. Unconsciously his hand went to the breast of his coat, to the reassuring feel of his parole and his letter of safe conduct that should get him safely past any Spanish guerillas he might meet, signed by Wellington no less. He fervently hoped it wouldn’t be needed. The two light dragoons remained, motionless. After a moment he turned his horse back towards Valencia and rode on.

Down at the riverside, Captain Michael Roberts of the Sixteenth Light Dragoons had watched Lapointe riding away from them. 

“I suppose that old nag will make it to Valencia.”

Corporal Emyr Lloyd turned his gaze away from the Frenchman towards his captain. “Aye, sir,” he chuckled, paused and then went on. “It’s strange thing, sir, but I wish him well.”

Michael glanced briefly at Lloyd. “So do I Lloyd, so do I.” He reached forward and rubbed the neck of his horse, Johnny.

They watched in silence as the Frenchman got further away.

“I certainly wish him luck when he gives my message to Renard.”

“Yes, sir, I don’t envy him that.” Lloyd paused, thoughtful. “His men thought a lot of him, sir.”

“Did they?”

“Yes, sir, when I rode with them back to our lines I managed a few words with their sergeant. He was worried about the Lieutenant.”

In the distance Lapointe had halted briefly, turned to look back for a moment and then disappeared from view. Michael sat, watching the empty road for a minute, then spoke to Lloyd.

“Well, Lloyd, for good or evil, he’s on his way now. Let’s get back to Madrid.”

The two men turned their horses and rode up, out of the valley. At the top of the slope they passed a picket of Portuguese cavalry, and Michael returned the salute of the officer in charge. It was a half day’s easy ride back to Madrid and Michael saw no reason to hurry. 

Michael was thoughtful as he rode, relaxed, occasionally wiping a bead of sweat from his face as the day got hotter. He was thinking about Lieutenant Lapointe. It had been a strange experience, sitting and eating and drinking with a French cavalry officer. They had mostly talked about horses and found much in common. It struck him that the young French officer was no different from the young officers of his own regiment. He was doing what he saw as his duty for his country. He was glad that he had saved him from death at the hands of Sanchez’s lancers. But he could also understand Sanchez and his men. He had seen plenty of the cruelty and brutality that the French had inflicted on civilians. The farm outside Almoster, the dead family, the tortured father. He wondered what had happened to the young girl they had rescued. He recalled the cold, killing rage that had swept over him. Recollections of other killings passed through his mind. Too many, he asked himself? At the time they had all seemed necessary, still did. Which made him all the more pleased to have saved Lapointe and his men. Renard, however, was different matter, Michael would kill him without hesitation and with no regrets, just deep satisfaction.

Madrid was quiet in the midday heat and the sound of the horse’s hooved echoed back as they rode through deserted streets. At the stables of the Royal Palace, Michael’s dragoon servant, Hall, was waiting. Michael dismounted and handed him Johnny’s reins.

“Everything well, Hall?”

“Yes, sir, but there’s rumours we’m a moving, perhaps tomorrow or the day after.”  Hall’s Dorset accent was as thick as Lloyd’s Welsh. With his groom Bradley’s Yorkshire and his servant Marcello’s Spanish it was sometimes confusing.

“Very good, I’ll see what I can find out, you can leave Johnny to Bradley and then you and Marcello had better start a bit of packing just in case.”

The Royal Palace in Madrid had been occupied by Wellington and his staff and Michael made his way up marble staircases and along high ceilinged corridors to the rooms being used as offices. He was in luck and saw Colonel Lord Somerset, Wellington’s military secretary, walking towards him. He saluted and Somerset greeted him.

“Roberts! Seen your fellow on his way?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Good, I don’t suppose you’ve heard, but we are off north, day after tomorrow, march at daybreak. Hill’s staying here with four divisions and a couple of brigades of cavalry. The rest of us are marching, including you. His Lordship was quite specific about that.” He paused and looked quickly around. He dropped his voice and went on. “Do try and avoid Colonel Gordon, His Lordship don’t trust our new Quartermaster General. Between you and me he’s too close to the government’s opposition, writes them letters. I wouldn’t mention it, normally, Captain, but if some of your, err, invaluable work became known about in London there could some embarrassment for the government, to say nothing of his Lordship. D’ye understand?”

“Yes, sir, of course.”

“Yes, well, it’s a shame we don’t still have Murray as Quartermaster General, but there we are. Captain Campbell will try to keep you quartered away from Gordon. It’s all a damned nuisance. Now, best make yourself scarce until we march, I expect you have things to do, eh?”

“Yes, sir, I believe I do.”

“Oh, one other thing, Roberts, there’s a post leaving tomorrow morning, if you’ve any letters you need to send.”

“Thank you, sir.”

Once he was back in his quarters, Michael confirmed to Hall that they would be leaving and told him to finish packing and to let Bradley and Lloyd know. Then he sat down to write some overdue letters. The first was to Mister Musgrave, head of the Aliens Office in London, in effect Britain’s secret service. It was brief, but took some time to write as he had to put it into code. He wrote that, so far as Michael knew, Renard, head of the French secret service in Spain, was with King Joseph in Valencia. More importantly he enclosed sketches of Renard made by an artist in Madrid as studies for a portrait. The portrait he kept for himself.

The second letter was to his grandfather, the Reverend Isles, at his parish near Falmouth. It too was brief, there was little to tell that hadn’t appeared in the English newspapers, but he hadn’t written since his brief note after the battle at Salamanca to say that he was well. He was also able to tell his grandfather that Mrs Lloyd had been delivered of a baby girl at his house in Lisbon.

His letter writing finished, he turned his thoughts to his intelligence work, there was something he needed to do before leaving Madrid. He called out to Hall in the next room. “Hall, I shall be out for an hour or so.” 

A short walk from the Palace brought him to the grand house that was home to Señora Ortega. She was part of an intelligence collecting network of correspondents set up by Father Curtis of the Irish College in Salamanca and Michael had met her soon after arriving in Madrid. She covered her activities under the guise of one of Madrid’s leading social figures, equally comfortable entertaining French or British senior figures. He knocked at the door and moments later he was face to face with the lady in her drawing room. In his hand was a rolled up canvas.

Michael bowed over her proffered hand. “Thank you for seeing me, Señora, it is good of you.”

“My dear Captain, I am not going to turn away a handsome young cavalry officer!” She turned to the footman who has shown Michael in. “Iced lemonade, I think.” He left on his errand. “Now, Captain, to what do I owe this visit?” She waved Michael into a nearby chair.

“Señora, do you remember, on my first visit to you, that I asked if you knew a Monsieur Renard, a civilian with Joseph’s court?”

“Indeed I do, Captain.”

“You told me you did not know him, and the business of the traitor priest Lopez rather pushed that matter into the background.” The Señora raised an eyebrow quizzically, there was clearly more to come. “He is a person of more than a little interest, to myself, to Ambassador Stuart in Lisbon, indeed, to many people with an interest in, ah, intelligence matters.”

The door to the drawing room opened and a footman entered with the lemonade. They sat in silence while the cold drink was served and the man left. Señora Ortega spoke first.

“You have intrigued me, Captain.”

“Señora, Renard is the head of the French secret service in Spain.” 

The Señora’s eyes opened wide with surprise and she muttered something Michael did not quite catch, but it sounded obscene. Michael carried on, pretending he had heard nothing.

“He was here, in Madrid and I have no doubt that if Joseph returns, so will Renard. Given the way you have helped, I thought you should be aware of this, in case the French should, err, return some day.”

“But the English army is here!” she protested.

“Yes, Señora, but the day after tomorrow half of it is marching north, including myself. It is possible that Joseph will march from Valencia and attempt to recover Madrid, and he might succeed.” The Señora sat silent, thoughtful and Michael took the opportunity to unroll the canvas, the portrait of Renard. “This is a portrait of Renard. I thought it might be a good thing for you to know what he looks like, it will help you to be on your guard.”

Señora Ortega looked hard at the painting, the portrait of a man of about fifty, greying hair, grey eyes, clean shaven, unremarkable. “I shall certainly try to remember that face.” She lifted her eyes to Michael’s. “I think,” she spoke slowly, weighing her words, “that, should he come to Madrid, he might be a useful source of information. If, of course, I can make his acquaintance. I certainly didn’t come across him socially when the French were here, but then he looks so,” she sought for the right word, “so ordinary one could easily overlook him.”

“Señora, please, I came to warn you, not to ask you to take risks!”

She smiled winningly at him. “Captain, so gallant! And I am grateful, but you will allow me to decide what I risk for my country.”

Michael gave her a bow. “Of course, Señora. May I make a suggestion, however?”

“Of course.”

“I believe that, during the French occupation, you were able to communicate with Lisbon as well as Father Curtis in Salamanca?”

“Yes.”

“Then may I ask that, should you learn anything, that you communicate it to Ambassador Stuart in Lisbon? It may be easier than trying to reach the good Father, particularly if we should be forced to give up Salamanca.”

“Do you think that likely?”

“Señora, I have no idea, but in war...” He shrugged and left his sentence unfinished. “But, Señora, please be careful.”

“Thank you, Captain. I have my little, what do you call it, network? And you may be assured that should the French return to Madrid it will return to work.” She smiled. “And I shall be careful.”

It was still dark, two days later, when Wellington led his staff out of the stable yard of the Royal Palace. As usual it was a long cavalcade, but, also as usual, Wellington pressed ahead and soon left behind the slow moving mules and baggage, Hall, Bradley, Marcelo and Michael’s spare horses with them. Michael, had decided to ride Robbie, and with Lloyd next to him, hung back at the rear of the party with Wellington. As the dawn broke, he realised, with some disquiet, that only a few yards away was Colonel Gordon. Michael and Lloyd stood out in their blue coats and Tarletons amongst the red coated staff, and it wasn’t long before Gordon noticed them. He saw him give them a long, quizzical look and then he pushed his horse forward, away from them. Michael was relieved, but not for long.

At a brief pause to water the horses and snatch a drink themselves, Colonel De Lancey walked over to Michael. They exchanged salutes and De Lancey looked around before speaking quietly.

“Look, Roberts, Gordon has just been asking me who you are.” 

“Oh!”

“Yes, quite. Now I know very well the sort of work you’ve been doing, but Gordon doesn’t. The Peer, “ he used Wellington’s nickname, “has made it quite clear that he ain’t to, either. Fellow’s incompetent and supports the opposition at home, been sending them letters.” He paused, “And that’s indiscreet of me.” He smiled, “But I am sure I can count on your discretion?” 

“Of course, sir. Lord Somerset said something similar.”

“Has he? Good. Anyway, I told Gordon you were one of Sir Stapleton’s staff, with us in Sir Stapleton’s absence and generally liaising with the Spanish guerillas. Look, I am going to try to have a quiet word with The Peer, or perhaps Somerset, see if we can’t get you away, Sanchez is out in front of us somewhere. I think you might be better off with him.”

“Yes, sir, thank you.”

That evening Michael was in the stables, or rather the old barn that was doing duty as stables for some of the staff horses. His quarters were in a very run down and dilapidated hovel on the edge of the small village. Bradley and Marcello were going to stay with the horses. He, Lloyd and Hall would squeeze into the single room with a roof still on it. Hall was endeavouring to make it habitable. Leaving the stables on his own, Michael was surprised by figure standing nearby, a cigar glowing in the dark.

“Roberts, isn’t it?” There was a hint of a Scottish burr in the voice. With a sinking heart he realised it was Colonel Gordon.

Michael saluted and saw the glowing cigar end waved in reply. “Yes, sir.”

“Tell me, Roberts, what are you doing on Lord Wellington’s staff?”

“Begging your pardon, Colonel, but I’m not, I’m on Sir Stapleton’s staff.”

“So what are you doing here and not with Colonel Bock?” There was a note of irritation in Gordon’s voice. “I believe I am correct in saying that he has command of the cavalry in Sir Stapleton’s absence?”

“Err...” Michael hesitated in the face of Gordon’s blunt demand.

“Come on, Captain, what are your orders, what are you doing, what do you do?” 

“I, err, I usually act as liaison with the Spanish irregulars, sir, such as Sanchez.”

“And Sanchz is a day ahead of us, Captain Roberts, why are you not with him? And I am given to believe that you were in Madrid while he was up around Salamanca? So, what were you doing in Madrid, eh? Is there any good reason for your presence? Perhaps you should be sent home, eh?” 

“Ah, Roberts, there you are! Evenin’ Colonel Gordon.”

“Lord Somerset, and good evening to you.”

Michael saluted as the two Colonels exchanged pleasantries. He was relieved at Somerset’s appearance, but Somerset was only a Lieutenant Colonel while Gordon was a full Colonel. Gordon could simply wait out Somerset and then return to his cross examination of Michael. He need not have worried.

“I’m sorry, Colonel,” Somerset apologised, “but I am going to have to take Roberts away from you. His Lordship wants to speak to him before he goes on his way in the morning.”

“What? Oh, very well.” Gordon turned to Michael. “I expect we shall have another occasion to talk, Roberts.” With that he turned and strode off into the darkness.

“That was awkward.” Somerset muttered as he watched Gordon go. He turned back to Michael. “Come along, quickly, we need to find Lord Wellington.”

As they set off together, Michael asked, “Where am I going, sir, I’ve had no orders?”

“I know, dammit, so we need to ensure you get some, and Wellington hasn’t asked to see you either. I heard some of what Gordon was asking you, and the sooner we get you away, the better.”

They reached Wellington’s quarters and passed in. Somerset saw one of Wellington’s servants who told him His Lordship was in the first room on the right and on his own.

Somerset addressed Michael. “Now, just you wait here while I go and explain things.”

A few minutes later, Somerset stuck his head out of the room and beckoned Michael in. Michael had removed his Tarleton and came to attention in front of Wellington who was sitting at a small table, writing by the light of a single candle. He looked up.

“Roberts, I hear that Colonel Gordon has been asking awkward questions?”

“My Lord.”

“It’s alright, Roberts, Somerset has explained things to me, and I agree that it would be best to send you away.” He smiled. “Back to your old friend Don Julian.”

“Yes, My Lord, thank you.”

Wellington waved dismissively. “Somerset will write your orders now. You had better leave before daylight, Don Julian is a good day ahead of us. You can stay with him until Sir Stapleton returns. Frankly, Roberts, the last thing I want is you called home and subjected to damned awkward questions. And I want you out here where you can do the most good. That’s all.”

“Yes, My lord, thank you.”

Michael and his small party left an hour before dawn. To his relief he didn’t see Gordon again. For the first day he pushed on hard. He didn’t want the embarrassment of being caught up with by Wellington, who was known to ride hard. He hoped The Peer’s pace would be held down by the relatively slow marching infantry. They pushed on for as long as there was daylight and halted for the night in a small, walled olive grove, high in the Sierra de Guadarrama. The horses were tired, but there was grass in the grove and the walls were sound, so they let them graze. Michael, Lloyd and Hall took it in turns to stand guard, Hall last and he roused them at the first hint of dawn.

Another long day, at an easier pace, found them riding towards the small town of Villa Castin just as dusk came on. No sooner had they caught sight of the massive church dominating the town, than they were challenged by Sanchez’s pickets. Then they were recognised, they were greeted with smiles and one of the lancers rode with them to lead them to Sanchez’s quarters.

Sanchez had occupied the large civic building in the main plaza. As they rode towards it, Sanchez appeared on the balcony.

“Is that Captain Roberts I see? Hola, Captain.” Sanchez turned and shouted behind him, “Strenuwitz! Captain Roberts has come to visit us!” He disappeared into the building to emerge into the plaza as Michael and his party were dismounting. “Come in, Captain, come in and tell me why you are here? You,” he called out to one of his men standing nearby, “show the Captain’s men to the stables where my horses are.” He turned to Michael, “There is plenty of room in this wonderful old town, and that’s without invading the Convent.” He laughed. “You and your men can stay in this grand building and you are just in time for dinner. Now, come in, come in.”

Michael allowed himself to be practically swept up and carried into the building. In a large dining room he found the Bohemian Strenuwitz who greeted him with a smile and a bow. “Captain, it is good to see you again.”

“And you, Major.” Michael replied.

Sanchez instructed Michael, “Now, sit yourself down and tell us what brings you here?”

Strenuwitz poured wine for all of them and Michael took a good draught of it. He shrugged, “I think I have been sent to be kept out of the way.” He gave a wry smile. “Someone has been asking awkward questions about my, err, role in the army.”

“Ah!” Sanchez nodded gravely. “I do not know quite all that you do, but I do know, as does Strenuwitz,” the Bohemian nodded, “that you are no ordinary British officer, you are Wellington’s Dragoon, and that is enough for me.”

“Thank you, Don Julian.”

“Now, come, more wine, and tell us what you have been doing. So far as you can.” Sanchez grinned mischievously. “It must be six weeks since you left us.” He became serious again. “I hear that things didn’t turn out well with that man you stopped me from hanging?”

“No. No it didn’t. He fooled me completely.” He paused before saying, “I should have let you hang him, it would have saved a lot of trouble.”

“But I also hear that you did well, in the end.”

Michael grunted cynically. “If you call getting a good friend killed doing well.”

Sanchez sat down opposite Michael and looked at him for a moment. Then he simply said, “Tell me.” 

To his surprise Michael found himself doing just that. Perhaps it was the wine, perhaps it was Sanchez’s obvious understanding, but tell him he did. Speaking quietly, he told Sanchez and Strenuwitz about the events in Madrid and Antonio’s death. They sat in silence and listened. To his greater surprise he found himself telling them about Lapointe, which meant telling them something about Renard, just enough for them to understand. Once he had finished Michael realised that he felt better, relieved at having shared the story with Sanchez and Strenuwitz.

“That, Captain,” said Sanchez, “is quite a story.” Strenuwitz nodded in agreement. “Thank you for telling us.” He topped up the wine glasses. “I think Lieutenant Lapointe is a very lucky man to have you for a friend.” He smiled. “And now we must eat and not talk of the war. Instead, we shall talk of horses and women.” He grinned. “Tell me, Captain, how is Señora Martinez?”

Michael managed a wry smile in return. “Ah, Don Julian, I have not seen her since we parted after Wellington’s Ball in Salamanca, towards the end of June.”

Sanchez pulled a face. “Bad luck, Captain. And how are your horses? You don’t seem to have acquired any more since we saw you last?”

Michael laughed as servants came in with their dinner and the atmosphere became relaxed and convivial.

The following morning they were on the road north at dawn. Michael and his party rode quietly along just in the rear of Sanchez’s main body. He had seen Lieutenant Fraile briefly, just long enough to enquire after his wife and child. There would be time aplenty for more. With no duties, Michael was happy to ride gently along, the pace steady as lancer patrols explored ahead of them. He thought about the previous evening and still wondered at his admissions to Sanchez. He recalled Sanchez’s enquiry about Señora Martinez, Victoria. He wondered if he might see her again when they got to Salamanca, or thereabouts. He smiled to himself at his recollections of their time together. He also had to recognise the realism of their parting, their shared recognition that what they had was a fleeting passion. He silently harrumphed. He had to face it, any relationship he might strike up was going to be fleeting, at least until Buonaparte was defeated and he was, what? Back in England? Out of the army? Could he leave the army now? Even if the war were over? He wasn’t sure he would be able to do that. His life before the regiment seemed to be that of a different person, and an unconscionable sort of existence. Dull and pointless. Life, he concluded, would be far better for him, as a soldier, if he could avoid any romantic entanglements. Another silent harrumph. He knew himself too well to have much faith in that resolution, but he could be wary, careful and, dare he think it, discriminating. He laughed at his own pomposity.

Lloyd’s voice broke in on his reverie. “Captain, sir, Don Julian’s coming.”

As it was, Sanchez wanted nothing in particular, merely playing the conscientious host to a man he liked, so they rode along together, chatting about this and that and nothing of consequence.

A week later Michael celebrated his twenty-fourth birthday in a small village to the north of the river Pisuerga. They had found the French army at Valladolid and followed it slowly as it retreated up the Pisuerga valley. Anson’s brigade, including the Sixteenth, was at the head of Wellington’s army, and Sanchez with his lancers and Michael was hanging around their northern flank, up in the hills above the river, protecting them from attack. There was little for Michael to do except enjoy the daily company of Sanchez, Strenuwitz and the rest of his men. Some of the lancers even gave Hall some lessons with the lance, as they had to Michael and Lloyd in Ciudad Rodrigo. That all seemed a long time ago. 

That day the French had left the town of Duenas and Anson’s brigade moved in. Michael had all but forgotten about his birthday, but Lloyd hadn’t, and he had mentioned it to Strenuwitz, who had told Sanchez, and that evening there was a small but merry gathering to celebrate. Michael dined with Sanchez and half a dozen of his officers, including Fraile and the always present Strenuwitz. Michael was aware that his regiment and friends were only a few miles away and wished he could be with them.

Strenuwitz was sitting next to Michael and noticed that he had gone a little quiet. Michael caught his eye. “We are both a long way from home, Major.”

“Yes, indeed we are. These are good men” Strenuwitz gave a small gesture at their fellows, “but not quite family.” He smiled and nodded in the direction of Duenas, “Not even your regiment just over there is real family. I know you lost your parents, do you have any family in England?”

“My grandfather and my uncle. And you, in Bohemia?”

“I have absolutely no idea. I just hope to find out one day, when Buonaparte is defeated and we can all go home.”

“I’ll drink to that,” said Michael.

And the two men raised their glasses to each in a silent toast.
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Chapter 2
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Valencia was pleasantly warm in the mid-September sun. Renard looked out from the window of his office in the Customs House. With some fifteen thousand refugees from Madrid in the city, most of them officials and their families, room was scarce and his department was squeezed onto one quarter of the top floor. He even had to sleep in his office, it was insulting to him, a senior officer in the secret police. He knew for a fact that the military headquarters were far more spacious and comfortable. They were in a more central palace, adjacent to the palace now occupied by King Joseph. It rankled.

From his window he could look down into a large open space just inside one of the city gates. The area was full of makeshift shelters for the refugees from Madrid. It was a picture of squalor. It also stank. The location made Renard feel uncomfortable and not just because of the smell. He didn’t like being located just inside the city walls, somehow it made him feel vulnerable to attack, but, he supposed, it could have been worse. At least being somewhat removed from the military and the court meant that he was largely left to get on with his business without constant interference from the military. Not that he was being particularly successful. It was proving impossible to obtain any intelligence on affairs in Lisbon or Madrid.

Nothing had come from Lisbon since midsummer, when the news reached them that Loiro, a long serving and successful agent, had simply vanished. Renard knew that Roberts had been in Lisbon and that Loiro was trying to arrange his elimination. He was convinced that Roberts was responsible for Loiro vanishing. His frustration and anger was increased by the knowledge that one of his clerks, Faucher, had sent three agents from Madrid to Lisbon back in July. Nothing was ever heard from them. And now he could get no news from Madrid. 

He took a deep breath to calm his rising temper. It was that bastard Roberts, he was sure of it. Why, oh, why could no one kill him? There was a knock at the door.

“What is it?” He snapped loudly.

The door opened and one of his junior clerks looked in.

“I beg your pardon, Monsieur, but there’s a messenger here. Marshal Jourdan wishes to see you at once.”

He stormed noisily out of the offices, the messenger, a young infantry corporal rushing along behind him

Faucher watched him go and heaved a sigh of relief. Perhaps they could relax for a while, although God alone knew what mood the old bastard might be in when he returned. He had been getting increasingly difficult and demanding since they had left Madrid five or so weeks ago. Faucher hoped he would be away long enough that they could legitimately slip away at the end of the working day. He was sharing a room with Lucroy, another of Renard’s clerks and of an equal rank with Faucher. He was not his favourite person, a bit too much of a through and through Bonapartist to make an easy fellow lodger. He wanted to get away, alone, to the small tavern he had discovered, the one with the very pretty young girl who worked there. He watched her while he ate and drank and she scurried around clearing tables, delivering food and drink while her mother worked in the kitchen, all under the watchful gaze of her father, an ugly looking brute Faucher did not want to cross.

They had been suspicious at first of the Frenchman who spoke good Spanish. They usually got a few soldiers in who just drank too much and were a nuisance. A nuisance to Faucher because then the girl would disappear. But, gradually, they had got used to him. He paid in silver and didn’t haggle. He knew it was risky, going about alone, but the city seemed quiet and subdued and it was worth it to see the girl. Occasionally she would give him a shy smile when her father wasn’t watching. It reminded him of a small country tavern near where he grew up, only the language was different.

While the time passed slowly in the heat of the afternoon Faucher wondered what was happening in Russia. His younger brother and two cousins were with the Grand Armée, marching irresistibly towards Moscow and victory over Russia and the Tsar. That there would be victory, no one doubted, but that didn’t stop him being concerned for his brother and cousins. He wondered if it got hot there. He snorted, at least they didn’t have to contend with Renard.

Marshal Jourdan kept Renard waiting, and then he kept him standing. Renard was angered, and concerned. Jourdan was no friend. He sat behind his desk, silently observing Renard’s discomfort.

“Any news for me? From Madrid? From Lisbon? About Wellington’s army?”

“Marshal Jourdan, it is very difficult...”

“That’s no then?” Jourdan cut him off.

“No, Excellency.”

Silence fell again and Jourdan pursed his lips, frowned and drummed his fingers on the desk.

“It’s not good enough, Monsieur.”

Renard remained silent.

“What have you and your department been doing?” Jourdan’s voice rose. “It was bad enough in Madrid, but now, when I need information more than ever you give me nothing!” He slammed his hand flat on his desk, sending papers fluttering to the floor. He took a deep breath. 

“For all that I know Wellington may be marching on us at this very moment. And how much warning will I get? A day if we are lucky, perhaps half a day, Renard, half a day, and do you know why? Because that’s as far as I can send patrols without them being wiped out by guerillas.” 

He paused, pulled a handkerchief from his sleeve and mopped his brow.

“I suppose you will blame your failure on this damned British officer, what’s his name?”

“Captain Roberts, Excellency.”

“Yes, him. I find it very difficult to believe that a single, low ranking, British cavalry officer is responsible for reducing a department of the Imperial secret service to complete ineffectiveness and impotency. Anyway, I thought you had taken steps to deal with him?”

“Yes, Excellency, I did, I sent men after him, to Lisbon.”

“And?”

“They have all disappeared, Excellency.”

Jourdan rolled his eyes in exasperation. “So, added to everything else, you can’t even arrange to deal with a single, junior, British officer? No, don’t try to answer. I don’t want to know why you, yes, you, Monsieur Renard, have failed so abysmally in your duty to the Emperor, to his brother, King Joseph, and to me, Monsieur, to me!”

Silence fell again.

“Renard, I don’t care how you do it, but I must know what is happening in Madrid, what Wellington is doing, do you understand just how important that is?”

“Yes, Excellency.”

“Good. And I am going to give you some help, although God knows why I should, except,” his voice rose, “I need some bloody information about what is happening in Madrid!” He took a breath and smiled coldly. “There’s a woman in Madrid who seemed to know everything that was going on. She is of no great intellect or importance. Frankly, I don’t think she cares who runs Spain as long as she can attend balls and give dinners and hold soirees. Which she does very well, as I can testify. Both myself and the King have been entertained at the Señora’s. Ha! The way she flirted with the King... Anyway, she’s probably entertaining the English now, in fact, I don’t doubt it, Wellington himself, probably.  Her name is Señora Ortega. I suggest that if, somehow, you can get someone into her house, her confidence even, you may well learn a lot. Damn it, even some gossip would be something!”

“Yes, Excellency, thank you.”

“Now, go and do something.”

Renard walked back to his office in a black mood. It was all very well for Jourdan to rant and give orders, he had no idea how difficult intelligence work was. He also didn’t grasp how difficult it was to succeed and how fragile that success was, how just one man might, with a little luck, foil the work of his department. And that man was Roberts. He was sure of it. The man had killed his son and now he was killing his career. He had to get rid of him, then, he was sure, everything would be alright.

Back in his office he took a petty satisfaction by summoning his two senior clerks, Faucher and Lucroy, and treating them as Jourdan had treated him.

“Gentlemen,” his voice dripped sarcasm, “I have just had the pleasure of an interview with our beloved Marshal Jourdan.” He paused, and watched trepidation wash over the faces of the two men. “He is not happy, which means that I am not happy, I am not happy with you and I am not happy with the performance of this department.”

Faucher groaned silently as Renard ranted at them about ineffectiveness and incompetence, demanding information, demanding action on that bloody Englishman Roberts. He had heard it all before, he didn’t like it, it was grossly unfair, they did what they could. He stood there, expressionless and tried to let it all wash over him, there was nothing he could do, not stuck here in the back of beyond. He paid attention again as Renard asked a question that seemed to need an answer.

“So, what do you suggest we do to put right this unacceptable state of affairs?”

That “we” was a first thought Faucher. He took a chance to speak.

“Well, Monsieur, we did send three agents to Lisbon from Madrid, Monsieur, nearly two months ago, before we left Madrid.”

“And what have we heard from them? Nothing!”

“No, Monsieur, but since we did leave Madrid, that will have made it harder for them to communicate with us, Monsieur.”

“And had we heard anything before we left Madrid?”

“No, Monsieur.”

“And have we heard anything from Madrid? Marshal Jourdan is very keen to know what Wellington is doing. He tells me his patrols can’t go more than a day’s ride from Valencia. He needs to know if Wellington is coming this way.”

Lucroy chipped in. “We have sent people, Monsieur,” then his face fell, “but we’ve not heard anything from them, Monsieur.”

“And have we received anything from anyone? No, don’t bother, I know the answer, nothing!”

Renard regarded them both. “Well, we will have to send more people. Oh, in his wisdom, Marshal Jourdan suggested a possible source of information in Madrid. A Señora Ortega. Do either of you know anything about her?”

Faucher and Lucroy exchanged glances. 

“Err, yes, Monsieur,” Lucroy began, hesitantly.

“Come on, out with it man?”

“There were rumours, Monsieur. She was said to have sympathies with the enemy, Monsieur.”

“Is that it?” Renard bellowed. “Most of bloody Madrid had sympathies with the enemy!”

“We tried to investigate, Monsieur,” Faucher added, “but she has powerful friends, Monsieur, like the Marshal, and the King has dined there, Monsieur. It was said he, err, was rather taken with the Señora, Monsieur. We were warned off, Monsieur.”

Renard stared at him. “You didn’t think to mention it to me?”

“I’m sorry, Monsieur, but they were only rumours and she seemed pretty harmless by all accounts.”

Renard sighed. “Yes, I’m sure you are right, Jourdan said much the same.” He brightened up. “But rumours must start somewhere, and if not her, perhaps among the guests to her balls and dinners there were those who kept their ears open and passed on what they heard? Jourdan might be her friend, but he has suggested that we must try to get someone into Madrid and into her establishment. See if they can hear anything useful. And if the Marshal suggests...” He sat, thoughtful for a moment. “Faucher, you can concentrate on Lisbon, see if you can manage to do something there. Get some more agents in there, or perhaps I should just send you?” He smirked at the look of shock on Faucher’s face. Lucroy grinned, and incurred Renard’s wrath. “And you, Lucroy, you can look to Madrid. Get someone in there, and into Ortega’s if you can. That might keep the Marshal happy, even if they don’t come up with anything. And he is right about needing more than half a day’s warning of any advance by Wellington. And remember, I can send you as well! Now, both of you, get out and do something! Let’s see which of you has a future in intelligence.”

The two men returned to their desks without speaking or even looking at each other. Faucher was livid. He had sent the three men to Lisbon, not Lucroy. It wasn’t his fault if they had then been driven out of Madrid, severing any communications with Lisbon. Well, he would try again, and was quietly confident he would be more successful than Lucroy. The man had no subtlety, was too dogmatic, too fervent in his belief in the Emperor. He would show him how to run agents, him and Renard both. He would start afresh and assume the three men already sent were dead or otherwise lost to him. He would think about the best way to achieve what he wanted, he would not be rushed.

Lieutenant Lapointe was about half a day’s ride from Valencia when he came across the first French patrol. He was making his way quietly along when he was challenged by two chasseur vedettes hidden amongst trees at the roadside. They had surprised him, but it was they who seemed the more surprised. A French dragoon officer was the last thing they expected to see coming down the road from Madrid. One of them escorted him a little further along the road and handed him over to an outlying picket of a sergeant and half a dozen chasseurs. The sergeant questioned him, curiously, apologetically, then he sent him on down the road with two chasseurs as an escort. And so it went on, passed from escort to escort, until, finally, a slightly bemused staff officer knocked on a door and showed him into the presence of Marshal Jourdan.

“Well, well, who do we have here?”

Laponte saluted. “Lieutenant Lapointe, Marshal, Fifteenth Dragoons, Army of Portugal, released from Madrid on parole, Monsieur.”

“You are a long way from home, Lieutenant?”

“Yes, Excellency.”

“And on parole, you say?”

“Yes, Excellency.” Lapointe pulled his parole from inside his coat and handed it to the Marshal.

Jourdan’s eyebrows shot up in surprise. “This is signed by Wellington himself!”

“Yes, Excellency.”

Jourdan indicated a chair. “Sit down, Lieutenant, and tell me how you come to be in Valencia with this parole when your regiment and the Army of Portugal are God knows where up in the north?” He addressed the staff officer, “Fetch coffee for us, I suspect this is a long story.”

And Lapointe told him. Told him about how he and his escort were captured by Sanchez when carrying dispatches intended for Paris. Then Jourdan remembered.

“You came to Madrid, without your dispatches or your men, just some wild story no one believed. I seem to recall that no one believed the Spanish wouldn’t have killed you if your story was true. Were you not left in the Retiro?”

“Yes, Excellency, and I was captured again when it fell. And it was a Captain Roberts who got me my parole, Monsieur, he had captured me the first time, he was with Sanchez.”

“Roberts?” Jourdan exclaimed.

“Err, yes, Excellency. He saved my men and I from being killed, Monsieur. Took my surrender and then faced down Sanchez and his men to protect us.”

“He did, did he? Now just why did he do that? And just why did he arrange this rather impressive parole for you?”

“He wants me to deliver a message, Excellency.”

“A message? Who to?”

“A Monsieur Renard, Excellency. I understand he is something to do with intelligence?”

Jourdan laughed. “Yes, you might say that. He is the head of the secret service in Spain. Show me the message.”

“It’s not written, Excellency.”

“No? So, what is it?”

“Excellency, my apologies, but the message is that Captain Roberts is going to kill Renard, Excellency, sorry.”

Jourdan stared at Lapointe and then roared with laughter.

Lapointe was confused. “Excellency, I don’t understand, why is that funny?”

Jourdan smiled. “I suppose that it isn’t really a laughing matter. And it is probably better if you don’t know.” Jourdan looked thoughtfully at Lapointe. “I think, Lieutenant, that you should go and deliver your message. One of my staff officers can show you where Renard can be found, and make sure you get away again. Then, I think, we will find you quarters here until I decide what to do about you.”
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