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        June 15, 1815

        Brussels

      

      

      

      Captain Samuel Lumley leaned against a tree in the moonlit garden outside the Duchess of Richmond’s grand ball. Light spilled through the open doorway on the warm night, and music and laughter rang out continually. One would never guess that in a little more than a sennight, the uniformed officers filling the ballroom would be marching into battle against Napoleon and his men.

      Some of the finely dressed guests standing around the edges of the room began to stir. The ladies’ hands went to their lips as they leaned over to whisper to friends. One young miss broke into tears. Most of the couples hugged.

      Sam straightened, debating returning to the ballroom or awaiting orders where he was. He didn’t care for the crush of people, in spite of its purpose of bringing levity and peace to the officers and their families during that loathsome period of waiting for the command to mount up for battle.

      Mrs. Ellen Staverton slipped through the crowd and out the doorway, followed soon after by her husband Lieutenant Ebenezer Staverton. She paused to allow Eb to reach her, then took his arm as they approached Sam.

      “We must go,” Eb announced. “Napoleon is approaching more quickly than expected.”

      Even in the dim light, Sam could see the lines of fear on Ellen’s face. He summoned all his inner courage and smiled at her. “This is what we’ve come to Brussels for. I, for one, will be glad to put an end to Napoleon. With him gone, perhaps Eb and I can sell our commissions and find a quieter way of life.”

      Ellen smiled and squeezed her husband’s arm as she looked up at him. “I will be glad of that. You two take care. I will pray for you both.”

      As they returned to the ballroom, Sam saw the truth of Eb’s concerns written in the crease of his brow.

      Later, after they’d packed a bag and mounted up with the rest of their troop, Eb said, “I want you to look after Ellen.”

      “Don’t be daft. You’ll be taking care of her for years to come.”

      “I had a dream last night. My grandfather was waiting for me to walk down the lane near his home, as we used to do before he died.”

      Sam shifted in his saddle, unwilling to admit to the knot in his gut that always formed as they rode behind the wagons hauling the large guns. “It’s natural to think of dying now. Put your fears aside. We’ll both see the other side of the battle standing tall in our boots.”
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        June 18, 1815

      

      

      

      Sam, Eb and the Second Rocket Troop of the British Royal Artillery traveled more slowly than usual. Heavy rain during the night created deep mud on the roads that bogged down the wagons bearing the large guns, and sucked at the horse’s hooves. Thankfully the sun rose clear and bright, so there was hope of the ground improving before the fighting began.

      When the bugle sounded the turnout and the troop dismounted, assembling behind the cavalry on the road to La Belle Alliance. From habit, Sam checked the rockets in their holder on the side of his saddle, making certain the fuses hadn’t been dislodged.

      Eb did the same beside him, then toyed with a loose button on the front of his jacket. The man looked uncomfortable, not his usual self.

      “Is something amiss?” Sam asked.

      “I can’t get past the shadows hanging over me. This will not end well.”

      Sam’s lips pulled back on one side as he shook his head. “You’ve been listening to the reports of Wellington’s complaints. You know we are as prepared as always, in spite of the number of new recruits. And despite the fact Wellington doesn’t want our rockets in his battle. We will defeat the enemy and you’ll be back with Mrs. Staverton tomorrow.”

      “I told her to remarry.”

      “You said what? The poor lady must be out of her wits with worry, now. How could you scare her that way?” Sam ached for what Ellen must be feeling. “Don’t mention it around the other men or they won’t be able to think straight.”

      In the distance, guns rumbled, the sound still far enough away for Sam to feel secure. They stood at the base of a ridge, with cavalry and dragoons among them all awaiting command. This was the worst part, Sam thought. The waiting, especially when they were blind to the action on the other side of the ridge.

      The cavalry began to move about, and Lt-Col. MacDonald’s aide rode up to Sam. “Captain Lumley, move your men ahead of the cavalry.”

      Sam ordered his men forward, mounted his horse and began searching for a path through the high banking and bushes that would support the heavy guns.

      Lt-Col. MacDonald rode up, calling out, “Leave the guns. Send the rocket men into the field to clear the way for the cavalry.”

      Sam motioned his men to follow him. Grabbing their rockets, they ran up the ridge only to find a cornfield in front of them. Sam pointed. “Set up toward the front of the stalks. The Frenchmen won’t know where to shoot.”

      His men disappeared into the corn. Minutes later, Sam heard the hiss of lit fuses, followed by small explosions. The rockets skittered over the ground and burst in front of the French artillery line. The enemy soldiers fell to the ground, covering their heads, but appeared uninjured. After the initial round, the Frenchmen ran for cover, leaving their large guns standing on their frames.

      Sam’s men set off a few more rockets before Lt.-Col. MacDonald again called out to Sam. “Rocket Troop to the rear! Aim the large guns over the cavalry so they can advance.”

      The Rocket Troop retreated up the ridge, quickly manning the large guns on the peak. The French recovered from their shock and returned fire. The explosions and gunfire were a constant barrage, smoke adding to the confusion of men advancing from both sides.

      From there, things happened too quickly for Sam to register as the French again fired their large guns. Lt.-Col. MacDonald’s artillery was in the thick of the battle, and men fell around Sam and Eb as the Rocket Troop continued to move forward behind the cavalry.

      Hours passed in moments. The stench of blood and gunpowder filled the air. Sam saw Eb go down, holding his gut as he fell from his saddle.

      “Eb!” Sam rode toward him. Suddenly his right thigh burned, and his horse stumbled, then fell, trapping Sam’s leg beneath the heavy animal.

      Sam’s thigh throbbed. His horse struggled to rise, its chest rising and falling much too quickly. Sam fought to free himself. Seeing a soldier nearby, he called out, “Help me. I’m caught beneath my mount.”

      The man, a mere lad truthfully, looked at Sam with glazed, wide eyes. For a moment Sam feared he hadn’t heard, then the boy came to his aid.

      With his leg finally free, Sam forced himself upright. The thighbone wasn’t broken, and the bleeding wasn’t severe enough to mean his artery had been hit, but when he stepped on that leg, unbearable sharp pains flared from hip to ankle.

      His horse was in worse shape, mortally wounded by the shot. Taking his gun in hand, Sam put the animal out of its pain.

      Men ran in all directions, shooting, yelling, ignoring orders. Others lay on the ground, some trampled by horses or the gun wagons of the French Artillery, who’d met them in the middle of the valley between the ridges. Sam made his way back to where he’d seen Eb go down. His friend lay crumbled in a ball, curled upon himself like a baby. “Eb! Can you hear me?”

      Reaching Eb’s side, Sam rolled him over and checked his wound. His coat was soaked in blood. As Sam leaned down to listen for breaths, Eb moaned.

      “Stay with me, old man.” The nickname brought Sam no humor as he spoke it. Eb was a mere year older than Sam’s twenty-five years, but in quieter times Sam had taken great fun in reminding him at any opportunity.

      Eb’s horse was nowhere in sight. Sam didn’t think he could have lifted the man over the saddle anyway, with his own leg injured. Grabbing the back of Eb’s coat collar, Sam tugged. Eb moved a few inches. Looking at the rise behind them, Sam knew it would be a long journey to safety.

      Musket balls whistled past as Sam dragged the lieutenant toward the safety of the ridge. A shell exploded nearby, scattering grapeshot at them. A sharp sting on his back told Sam he’d been hit, but he kept moving. Ellen needed Eb alive. Sam couldn’t imagine losing his friend.

      A large ball from his own troops flew above them. The uniforms around them were from both sides, rifles firing, bayonets cutting through the air. Sam continued his journey, his leg throbbing, his nostrils burning from gun smoke.

      He looked over his shoulder once more to see how far he had to go, and saw only a rifle butt swinging at his face before the world went dark.
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        * * *

      

      A horrid, blood-curdling scream woke Sam. Night had fallen, but he could see walls around him and moonlight spilling through a small window. He was drenched in sweat, his coat missing, as were his trousers and boots. Where was he? Where was Eb? He closed his eyes as his body shuddered with chills.

      When he awoke again it was daylight. He was no longer cold, but his tongue felt like a woolen coat. He roused himself, trying to brace on one elbow. His head throbbed and he sank back onto the makeshift bed on the hard floor. Reaching up, he realized bandages were wrapped around his scalp.

      Why had they bandaged his head when he’d been shot in the leg?

      He saw a woman helping another soldier a few beds away. “Miss, may I have some water?” His voice sounded like the bullfrogs in the pond at Bridgethorpe Manor.

      “Yes, sir,” she said in a heavily accented voice, bringing a pitcher and dented cup.

      He drank quickly and held the cup out for more, which she gave him. Swallowing the last of it, he asked, “Where are we?”

      “Mont-Saint-Jean,” she replied, and then walked away.

      As he sank back down, Sam realized his bed was actually a pile of straw. He felt his right leg to be certain it still remained attached, and finding it was, succumbed to the sleep his body begged for.

      A prodding on his thigh woke him again. A surgeon unwrapped the leg bandage with little care for the pain he might cause. Sam clenched his jaw and bore the sharp aching. “How bad is it?”

      The surgeon started, and glanced at Sam. “It’ll heal soon enough. You’re lucky, the ball missed the bone. You’ll be fit to return to duty.”

      Sam didn’t tell him he’d been considering selling his commission once Napoleon was finally captured and more securely imprisoned. He’d enlisted after his cousin Stephen returned from the Peninsular Wars damaged but proud. With three older brothers, there were few opportunities for Sam to earn a living. Adam, Lord Knightwick, the eldest, was heir to the earldom and had already assumed some of the duties of managing the estates, due to their father’s illness.

      David managed the stud, breeding and training some of the finest horseflesh in all of England. Hugh preferred the law. Sam wasn’t the type to enter the church, of that he was certain, so he’d chosen to serve the King. He’d enlisted three years ago, purchasing the rank of ensign, and as positions opened, purchased his way up to captain.

      Not long after joining the Rocket Troops he’d met Ebenezer, whose wife Ellen traveled with the troops assisting in caring for the wounded, and cooking for many when she could. Sam had grown close to them both, in some ways closer than to his own brothers. Battle did that to a man. One depended on his comrades for his life. That was a bond that could never be severed.

      The surgeon wrapped a clean bandage around Sam’s thigh, then unwrapped the one around his head. “Very good. You were quite lucky. Whatever you were hit with barely broke the skin and doesn’t seem to have fractured the skull. I’m ordering your transfer to Brussels today.”

      “I don’t remember how I came here.”

      The surgeon shook his head. “Brought in by your comrades, or the locals, I presume. You were lucky to be rescued before the battle ended.”

      “It’s over? Did we win?”

      “Napoleon and his troops retreated in a hurry after the Prussians arrived. The battle is done, at least for now.” He handed the dirty bandages to a woman standing at his side.

      Before the surgeon could leave, Sam stopped him. “A friend of mine…Last I recall I was trying to get him to safety. Lieutenant Staverton. Did he make it?”

      The surgeon waved a hand to encompass the lines of soldiers lying on the straw beds. “All these men were brought in by locals. They are still arriving by cart and wagon.”

      Sam remained propped on his elbows for as long as his head would allow. He watched the bustling of men carrying in wounded, carrying out the dead, and women stripping off the muddy, bloody clothing. Sam’s leg throbbed too much to get up, but perhaps when they came to take him to Brussels he could look for Eb.
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        * * *

      

      Ellen squeezed water from the pink-stained cloth and wiped Eb’s forehead again. His wound covered most of his belly, a vile odor emanating from him. She’d read in the surgeon’s eyes what the man wouldn’t say. Eb was dying.

      Her throat tightened again, the lump swelling painfully. He couldn’t leave her. What would she do without him? She forced the thoughts away. She’d have to face that soon enough. At least they had a home she could go to, although she’d only lived there a few months before following him into battle.

      “Stop this.” She couldn’t wallow in her pain. There were so many men around her that needed her help.

      Rising, she carried the rag and basin outside and dumped the water before refilling it at the well. She smiled at the local women who were kind enough to work hard caring for strangers.

      Mont-Saint-Jean, the farm where many of the wounded had been taken, had many outbuildings, all of which were said to be filled with wounded men. For the past three days, after being told Eb had been taken there, Ellen had stayed at his side, only helping those near where he lay. She’d been told the most gravely injured men were in that room. After nursing Eb for a while, she chose another building where she could perhaps find some who’d benefit from her help, before going back to her husband.

      The smells were horrid in the next building, a rather large space that stank of cattle. She supposed that was better than pigs. Other odors spoke of the number of unwashed bodies in various state of injury. How would they ever heal in these conditions?

      She approached the first soldier. “Would you like to wash?”

      He stared at her with wide eyes, so she held out the basin. He sat up and made use of the water and cloth.

      Ellen soon found herself in a routine, filling the basin, approaching a soldier, and returning to the well. She was tired, her back aching, but she wouldn’t stop until she’d offered assistance to each man in the room. Even then, she’d only rest for a moment.

      When she reached the back of the room, she forced herself to smile. “Sir, would you care to wash?”

      He stirred, breathing deeply, then his eyes blinked open.

      Ellen gasped. “Captain Lumley, is that you?” He shifted his weight and she saw his face clearly. “It is! How badly are you hurt? It can’t be too badly, as you’re awake. I’ve been so worried, wondering if you were injured or had returned to Brussels with the troops.”

      “Mrs. Staverton, it is good to see you. Have you seen Eb? Will he survive his wound?”

      Her eyes welled. She lowered her gaze as she shook her head. “The surgeon says it’s not likely.”

      The captain’s features pinched and he lay back. He draped an arm over his eyes. “I was afraid of that. Does he know?”

      “He hasn’t awakened since I arrived. They said he lost too much blood, and...well, his organs suffered much damage.” Suppressing the shudder brought on at the memory of seeing Eb’s injuries, she knelt beside the captain. “Let me wash your face. You have dried blood on your forehead.”

      Captain Lumley moved his arm, so she bent over him, gently pressing the cloth to his skin. She tried to think of something cheerful to say. “It’s a lovely day out. It hasn’t rained since the battle.”

      Oh, dear, that was a horrible topic. How could she remind him of that awful day? She glanced at his eyes to see if she’d caused him pain, but found he was staring at her. Brushing a hand over her hair, she said, “I must look a fright. I’ve been at Eb’s side since I arrived.”

      “No, I wouldn’t call you frightful,” he said, smiling sheepishly. “With the light behind you, your hair is glowing a brilliant gold. You look like an angel.”

      “You are too kind. I’ve seen how haggard the other women appear, so I know there is nothing sweet or angelic in my looks.”

      He allowed her to continue the gentle swipe of the cloth over his face.

      “Have you heard?” Ellen asked. “Napoleon has abdicated. You have defeated him.”

      “We have defeated him. This is good news. We can think about returning home if we wish.”
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