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Chapter 1
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Had it not been for Sir Arthur Wellesley, Marquis of Wellington, my military career – and, indeed, an active life – might have ended in October 1812. I had been wounded in the battles which had seen Sir Arthur inflict defeat after defeat upon the French. The fact that we had been forced to fall back to Ciudad Rodrigo following our failure to capture Burgos did not detract from our success. The only blot on the whole campaign was a siege too many. Badajoz and Ciudad Rodrigo had been bloody but we had won. My wounds came at the failed siege of Burgos, where I had tried to prevent the general from being captured or perhaps killed. I had been shot in the shoulder and bayoneted several times. Indeed, the shoulder wound had been so serious that the army doctor had been forced to cut some flesh from the wound. Lord Wellington had been so grateful that he had given me a letter of introduction to the finest doctor in London, Sir Roger Fitzwilliam. After returning to England in the sloop captained by my friend Captain Teer, Sergeant Sharp had gone with his new family to my farm near Tottenham Court while I had visited with the doctor. He had seen the pain I was in immediately and, to my amazement, when he had read the letter from Sir Arthur he had ordered me to bed in his home! In all I spent almost a week there and he worked on my wounds every day. I will not say that they were pain-free, for they were not, but I was a soldier and knew how to endure such things. I was drugged so much that I knew not if it was day or night. My dreams were nightmares where wave after wave of blue-coated Frenchmen rammed their bayonets into my body.

A few days after my arrival Sir Roger came into the bedroom I had been given and I wondered what new torture he would inflict upon me. Instead he smiled. “Well, Major, you have been a brave fellow. I have dealt with many hundreds of patients in my time, but none bore my butchery so stoically.”

“You were not a butcher, My Lord!”

He gave me a wry smile. “I was being deliberately self-deprecating, Major. Those fellows in Spain did a good enough job but they missed a tiny sliver of metal close to your thigh bone. These French bayonets must be made of pretty poor metal for the sliver came off sliding along the bone. The damn thing was rusty. A poor soldier did this to you, Matthews! It was the devil’s own job to remove it but had I not then you would never have walked again. As it is, I want no walking for at least a month.”

“You mean I can leave?”

“Yes, your Sergeant Sharp is downstairs with some fellows now. He has been here every day pestering me, along with your wife!” He shook his head. “I do not think she likes me very much.”

“And my shoulder, My Lord, the musket ball?”

“I am afraid all I was able to do was to neaten up the mess the surgeon made of it. Tell your wife the damage was done in Spain and not by me. It is healed and you should suffer little discomfort but you will have an ugly scar for the rest of your life. Still, I daresay that there is many a fellow who would take that over the loss of an arm or leg, what?”

I made to move.

“What did I say, Major? You do not stir for a month!” He went to the door and shouted, “Sergeant Sharp!”

Alan must have been waiting close by for he and Jack Jones, the former sergeant major of our regiment, stood there with clean clothes and stupid grins on their faces.

“See that he does not move, Sergeant. I do not doubt that his loving wife will pamper him and that is no bad thing.” He looked at me. “Your body tells the story of your life, Major. It is remarkable that you have survived as long as you have. None of us are immortal, Major. Enjoy the peace I have given to you.”

With that he left and Alan Sharp said, cheerfully, “Right, Sarn’t Major, let us get the patient into his clothes and then we can carry him down to the carriage.”

“You will do no such thing. I shall walk down!”

Alan laughed. “We are in England, sir, and the ones who give orders here are Mrs Matthews and the doctor. They said we carry you and carry you we shall!”

Jack Jones smiled too. “It is for the best, Major; and Sharpie is quite right, Mrs Matthews was insistent. She is a lovely lady, your wife, but I would not wish to cross her! I like my new billet, so be a good fellow, sir, and do as the sergeant says!”

I resigned myself to the indignity of being first dressed and then carried in a human bosun’s chair down the stairs to the carriage which awaited us. It was, thankfully, a closed carriage for it was winter and cold and I was saved from the stares of the Londoners. Sharp drove and Jack sat inside with me, a blanket around my knees.

“She is a real treasure, your wife, sir, and has made me feel right at home on the farm.”

“It is Robbie now, Jack – you have left the army and rank means nothing here.”

“You will always be sir to me. I just want to thank you for giving me a home, sir. The army has been my life for so long that I wouldn’t have known what to do.” He nodded towards the pavement where, as we passed along the Oxford Road, we could see maimed soldiers begging. “I might have ended up like one of those poor buggers, sir.”

“Not you, Jack.”

“You know what they say, sir, there but for the grace of God. We saw too many chaps hurt in the Spanish war and when they come back here, what have they got? A medal or two to sell, if they are lucky. Most will be lucky to last six months in England. Mind you, they might last a little longer if they didn’t live in London. They are cold and uncharitable folk in London, sir. Now, your house is in the country and doesn’t feel like London. We can see it and your wife likes the fact that it is handy, but it isn’t London.”

“I am glad you are happy there, Jack.”

“Aye, sir, but I want no charity. Rafe Jenkins and his wife work for their cottage, and I would do the same. You have some nice horses and the one thing I know is horses.”

I knew that a man as proud as Jack Jones, the senior non-commissioned officer in an elite regiment, would not be happy having a grace-and-favour home. “My wife gave you one of the cottages?”

“Aye, sir, and Sharpie and his missus got one too. Mine is nice and cosy, just two rooms, but that is twice as many as I need, eh sir?”

We were now driving along the quiet road which led to my farm. We had left London and I could actually hear the peace. The clip-clop of the horses was reassuringly comforting. Normally the clip-clop of horses would be accompanied by orders and the sudden sound of gunfire. That was an ocean away and I had at least two months at home. Sir Arthur would not need me until March at the earliest. We had made a swift passage home, but we could not guarantee such a fast passage back. I would have to allow at least a fortnight.

I shook my head. There I was, barely home and still thinking about going back! It was not fair on Emily. She had hardly seen me since our marriage! I would try to be the dutiful husband, for she deserved it. She had lost one husband to the Peninsula and Burgos had almost cost her a second. The war would not be mentioned.

Emily was waiting for us at the door to the house I had designed, and she had both enlarged and furnished. If I had thought that I was its master I was soon proved wrong, as she had Rafe Jenkins and some of the other men who worked on my land help me onto a litter which they carried. My protests were in vain!

“Surely I can walk across my doorstep!”

“Sir Roger was quite explicit. No weight on the leg for at least a month and I am now your commanding officer, Major Matthews!” Although she was firm I saw that it came from love and behind her eyes I saw her concern.

I saw Jack and Alan cover their smirks with their hands. I was not carried up the stairs but to the west-facing room on the ground floor which I had intended as a library and a study. The bookshelves were there but in place of the comfortable leather chair and table was a large double bed. “We shall sleep downstairs for a month. You will have a pleasant view, and this will save having people tramp up and down the stairs. I went to great expense to have a good carpet laid down and I wish it to last a lifetime and not a month or two!”

My wife knew her own mind. Rafe and the servants were careful when they lifted me from the litter onto the bed and Sharp took off my boots. Emily smiled at the men and said, “Thank you, gentlemen, I will take charge now. Alan, be so good as to close the door behind you; I wish to speak to my husband!”

When the door closed, I said, “That sounds ominous!”

She smiled and lay on the bed next to me. “I just wanted to be alone with you. You cannot know how I have yearned to have you lie next to me.” She began to undress me.

“I thought I was supposed to move as little as possible!”

She gave a coquettish smile. “You do not have to move. I shall do all the moving that is necessary, and besides, I would like to see these injuries which Sir Roger described. He told me he had never seen any so bad on a man who was not yet dead!”

She tried to hide it, but I felt the shock in her fingers and in her gasp as she looked at the injuries. I had been bayonetted a number of times. The worst, of course, was the one in my thigh that she could not see for, like my shoulder, it was heavily bandaged. The other bayonet wounds had been stitched but they still looked red and angry.

Emily recovered her composure and said, calmly, “Sir Roger sent a salve for me to apply to the wounds I can see. He said it would help with the healing.”

She applied the salve and I confess that I enjoyed her soft and gentle hands massaging my flesh. I could see that she enjoyed it too. It was good that she had closed the door – and, as she had said, I did not have to move; she did all the moving.

Later, when I was dressed and had been fed, she allowed visitors in to see me. Rafe’s wife Annie had been at the farm since before Emily and she burst into tears when she saw me. Maria and Juan, Sharp’s wife and stepson, had been rescued by us in Portugal and Maria too was tearful, but these were tears of joy and thanks. I don’t think that Emily understood one word of what was said for it was all in Portuguese, but the sentiments were clear. When they had left and Emily had gone to supervise the evening meal, Jack and Alan came to join me. Alan had a bottle of port with him and three glasses. 

He grinned as he poured. “I am not sure as I will enjoy this, Major, after all, we have normally drunk them from tin mugs. How will it taste in a proper glass, eh sir?”

“It will taste good, Alan, for no matter what the vessel, it is shared by friends and comrades.” I raised my glass and said, “The regiment, and those who never came back!”

“The regiment and those who never came back!”

Jack said, “The wounds were bad ones, sir. Are you sure you want to go back?”

Shaking my head, I said, “Want, Jack? That is the wrong word. I have been fighting since I was... well, a long time. Napoleon and the French are still out there and until we have a real peace and the threat is gone, I cannot contemplate hanging up my sword and pistol. I owe it to the dead, the ones who did not return.” I waved a hand around the book-filled shelves. “It cost me a pretty penny to buy these books and I am looking forward to reading them. Who knows, I may even write one, but that has to wait until the war is over. Whether I like it or not I am quite good at what I do, Jack, and you and I have seen enough officers who were not.”

“Like Major Wilkinson, eh, sir?”

“And there have been others. If you wish to stay at home, Alan, I will quite understand. You have the chance of a family life now.”

“I know, sir, but like you, I want to see it out to the end.”

Jack grinned. “Have you not told him your news, Alan?”

“News?”

“Aye, sir, I am going to be a dad. We jumped the gun so to speak and Maria was carrying my bairn when we wed.”

“Then that is wonderful news. I am pleased!” We finished the bottle to celebrate!

I confess that I felt like a fraud for that first month at home. I was waited on hand and foot, yet I was not in pain. The pain and the need for laudanum had been on the road to Lisbon as well as the sloop coming home. Since the operations, I had had no pain. The worst discomfort I had was the itching from the healing wounds, but Emily was insistent.

Finally, she relented and broke Sir Roger’s rules, for she allowed me to rise from my bed five days earlier than he had said. It was Christmas Eve and I had been restless for the past week. It was good to walk, with a cane, around my house and even to venture out of doors. I had a whole fifteen minutes of freedom before Emily seated me at a winged leather armchair before the fire. She decided that I could move about my own house; I commented on her kindness!

Once I was allowed up my life improved. The bed was moved back upstairs, and I regained my library and study. It meant we had a special Christmas Day. We had a pair of fine geese and a table filled with friends. For Jack, this was his first family Christmas since he had been a boy and I had never seen such joy on the old soldier’s face. I sat at one end of the magnificent table which Emily’s father had given us and Emily sat at the other. Juan and Maria had never experienced an English Christmas dinner and Alan had to explain what everything was and how it was to be eaten. Some things they enjoyed but there were others which were viewed with suspicion. The wine we enjoyed with the meal was more familiar to them, as we had brought it back from the Peninsula. Thanks to Captain Teer we had paid no tax and that made it taste even better. When it began to snow later in the evening, it made that Christmas perfect. I had brought some cigars back from Lisbon and the men sat in my study smoking them and drinking brandy until Emily decided that we had kept apart enough, and Maria and Juan were introduced to English party games.

It was the stairs which proved my downfall – almost literally – and had not Alan volunteered to help me up the stairs, then I might have taken a tumble. My wounded thigh was not yet ready for the climb and it almost gave way. Luckily Emily did not witness the event and I swore Sharp to secrecy. For the next week, I took to ascending and descending the stairs with my cane in one hand and my other firmly gripping the banister. I felt like an old man and wondered if, perhaps, Jack was right, and it was time to sheathe the sword and hang the pistols over the fire.

By the time February arrived, I no longer needed the cane. I had not ridden yet but that was largely as a result of the poor weather. Sir Roger had been correct: the cold and the damp made every one of my wounds ache. That apart, my life was idyllic. Emily and I now spent every waking moment together, and our nights when we retired early made me once again question the need to return to war.

Once Emily was happy with my movement we would wrap up and she would take me around the farm. I was no farmer and I had bought the derelict farm to make a large and comfortable home, but Emily was a practical woman and her father had raised her to have a mind for business. Apart from the horses which we bred, she had a small herd of Suffolk sheep, a few cows, and a bull. She had turned one of the fields into a market garden to supply the house, but that had grown so much we had a surplus to sell. Being so close to London meant we sold them at a higher price than we might have expected. I pointed out that due to my d’Alpini connection and the ships I owned, we did not need the money.

She shook her head. “My father told me of the South Sea Bubble of 1720! Many families were ruined at the end of the War of the Spanish Succession. One can never have too much money! We are frugal for a reason!”

There was no arguing with her, and as the farm was run by her and I would soon be back in Spain I did not try. The fact was that she was very good at what she did. I had been lucky in my business and had good partners. The result was that I never had to worry about money. There was always plenty. In March I began to worry about going back to Spain. I suppose I should have gone to Whitehall to ask if I was needed but I did not, for I found excuses not to do so.

It was the middle of March when Emily gave me the news. “You are to be a father! The child will be born in the autumn, or so Annie and Maria tell me.”

I was dumbstruck. We had lain together, and I knew that babies did result from such coupling, but I had not thought that we would be so lucky so quickly. Emily was not a young woman and she had not conceived with her first husband; no baby had resulted from our honeymoon.

She laughed. “Well, Major Matthews, for the first time ever you appear to be stuck for words. Are you pleased or not?”

In answer, I swept her into my arms and kissed her. The wound in my shoulder complained but I cared not! “Of course I am pleased. Will it be a boy?”

“And how would I know that?”

I shrugged. “I know not. Are there no ways to discover the sex of the child?”

“Why, do you not wish for a daughter?”

“I don’t know, but I should like the first one to be a boy!”

“The first one? Had you not been wounded then there would not be one! You are a soldier, Robbie! You will soon go back to war. When you come back your first baby may well be a child!”

That hit me harder than anything. I would not be here to greet my child, for by next summer I would be not only back in Spain but also fighting the French! I wondered if I should resign my commission. The joy of the news was tempered by the spectre of the return to war. I did not do as I had intended and ride to Whitehall; instead, I became as solicitous of my wife as she had been of me when I had been wounded. Every moment of every day became important and I found myself waking early just to look at my sleeping wife and to run my hand gently over her belly and whisper lovingly to the child growing inside. I worried about the future my child might face. I had seen the worst of the world and I wanted the best. I had had a hard childhood. It had made me strong, but I did not want that for my child. I wondered if we should find a house which was bigger and further from London. Since I had bought the farm and built the hall London had begun to creep closer. What would I do when it came knocking on my door? 

A week after I had been given the news, Emily asked me about my new frowns. “What ails you, Robbie? Had I known the news of the child would make you like an old woman I would not have told you.”

I said nothing for I was afraid to.

Holding both of my hands she said, “Come, Robbie. No secrets – I can see behind your eyes that you are hiding something.”

She was right and I confessed all of my fears to her.

She smiled and stroked my brow. “You told me of your childhood, and it made me cry but we will make sure that our child is happy. As for London, there are other places as bad and we cannot build a wall around our children. We will not be here forever, and our job is to prepare them for the world. Come from this dark place and embrace the fact that we will be parents in a very short time.”

My wife was wise, and I was lucky I did as she said, for she was quite right. And then, at the end of March, a red-coated messenger rode into my courtyard with written orders from Whitehall. Lord Wellington needed me, and I was going back to war!
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Chapter 2
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It was April when we disembarked from the fast brig at Oporto. After the messenger had arrived, we had had a scant few days before we had to ride to Tilbury to take the brig to Spain. I was lucky that Jack and Alan took it upon themselves to make my purchases and do my packing. I needed every moment I could with Emily. I knew that the only way I would be home by the autumn would be if I was wounded! I wondered if that was a price worth paying. Our farewells had been at the farm, for I did not wish Emily to have to endure the carriage ride to the port. My wife wept but said it was the baby which made her cry. Alan, too, was leaving a pregnant wife, but his baby would be due in the next month or so. For him, it was an even harder parting. Rafe and Jack took us to the port.

“Don’t you worry, Major, Sharp, I will watch your wives like they were my own. You just watch out for yourselves, sir. You both have more reason to live than you ever did before.” His words chilled me. Had I died in action before now then Emily would have been a widow once more; but now if we died we would be leaving Maria and Emily with three children who would not have a father. I did not like the thought.

My mood did not improve on the passage. I was used to Jonathan Teer and I did not like the dour Captain Jennings. The voyage was rough and unpleasant and when I discovered our destination, I realised that Alan and I would not have our own horses and weapons, for they would be in Lisbon! 

It was Alan who talked me round. “Sir, we can buy more horses and we have plenty of weapons. Jack and I picked up more pistols, powder, and balls in London. True, they are not French but Old Nosey might not send us behind the lines eh, sir? This mug is half full and not half empty. We have a shorter ride to find the camp this way. Come on sir, cheer up. Like you, I miss my wife, but there is no point in being miserable about something over which you have no control.”

He was right and by the time we landed, I was able to be civil when I bade farewell to the captain.

There was a small force of soldiers at the port. It looked to me to be a provisional battalion. Often small units were separated from their battalion. Sometimes it was the vagaries of war while at others it was because the men had deserted and when they found no escape, they pretended they had been lost. The battles in northern Portugal and Spain meant that the soldiers we found would just sit the war out. That was confirmed when we met the officer commanding, Major Ralph Campbell. He looked old enough to have fought with the Duke of York in the Low Countries. He examined my orders and when he saw that they came from Lord Wellington, his eyes widened.

“I am not certain, Major Matthews, that we can provide you with an escort. I only have six troopers and they...”

I waved my hand. “We need no escort, just three horses.”

“But there may be French soldiers or deserters between here and Lord Wellington’s camp. Unless, of course, you travel south to Lisbon; the coast road is safe.”

“Do not worry, Major, we can handle ourselves. The horses...?”

“Of course. But will you not stay the night? It will soon be noon. Better to have more daylight for the roads around here can be treacherous.”

“Major, I have just left my wife to hurry to Lord Wellington who has summoned me to his staff. I will make all speed. The horses...”

“Yes, of course. Captain Arbuthnot!” He scurried off to find his adjutant. 

I prayed that the war would never reach this little corner of Portugal, for the major was like a man retired already. The horses were not the best, but we had ridden worse. Once we reached Headquarters, we would find better ones. The first part of the journey, of more than one hundred and thirty-five miles to Lord Wellington’s headquarters at Freineda, would be over country which was familiar but once we reached the Mondego River we would be in harsh and demanding terrain of which we had little knowledge. We had supplies and both of us wore our campaign clothes. Neither of us wore a uniform but instead had donned comfortable riding gear. April in this part of the world could still be a chilly place. The roads were still, largely, deserted and the first day saw us able to chat first about our families and then about the task ahead of us. We stayed overnight at Ribadouro where we would take a ferry across the river. We were welcomed in the inn, as the Portuguese all hated the French and the British were their friends. We ate well and as we sat before a most welcome fire Sergeant Sharp asked me about our role. The orders had been addressed to me but Sharp and I were a team and it was right that he knew what was being asked of us.

“Are we attached to the cavalry, sir? Will we be with the 11th, sir, or attached to Old Nosey?”

“We won’t be with the 11th, Sharp. They had too many losses and were sent back to England. The orders said to report to Lord Wellington’s headquarters at Freineda and that means I am his aide once more.”

“I enjoyed being back with the regiment, sir.” I heard the regret in his voice. Sharp was a good spy because he could speak other languages, but he did not enjoy the role and preferred being a soldier.

“As did I, Sharp, but the general seems to have a high regard for us.” I smiled. “I am luckier than most of those who do what we do. He has other officers like me, but they operate alone. If I haven’t told you before then I will do so now: I could not do what I do, alone.”

“That is very kind of you to say so, sir, but the general asks too much of you.”

“Actually, Sharp, I am happy that he does, for if I can help to end this war then you and I can go home and see our families.”

“That is a nice dream, sir, but it seems unlikely. We didn’t lose a battle last year and yet we ended it just about where we started it, at Ciudad Rodrigo. All those lads who died at Badajoz and Salamanca – it was a waste. We might as well have stayed in Portugal and let the Spanish guerrillas hurt the French.”

This was not like Sharp and I blamed myself. I had been so depressed at leaving Emily that I had allowed my mood to infect the normally positive Sharp. “Do not let one retreat sour you, Alan. Napoleon’s generals and men have been defeated by Wellington and our army so many times that they will no longer play the pas de charge and think that they will win. When their drummer boys begin their drumming, the rank and file, not to mention the generals, will not be relishing the prospect of fighting us. They will now know that we have cavalry which can obey orders and are handled well. We might have lost Le Marchant but his legacy lives on. We have Portugal and I believe that in the next two years, we shall have Spain.”

“Aye, sir, I can see that, but then we have France! That is a different kettle of fish, sir.”

He was right, of course, and I was silent. The last time Napoléon had been forced to fight in France it had been the border with Italy which had seen the fighting. The rest of France had enjoyed a war without soldiers marching over it. Would that harden their resolve? I honestly did not know.

I changed the way I spoke to Sharp on the second day and I concentrated on the positives, of which there were many. When we stopped for the night at Siqueiros, a small hamlet on the Río Távora, I knew that the horses could go no further. We had covered barely thirty-two miles, but the animals had done enough. Our own mounts, in the stables at Lisbon, would have fared far better. There was no inn in the village but the fact that we were British and spoke Portuguese enabled us to be accommodated in the home of the local Portuguese lord, Don Manuel da Costa and his wife, Isabella. They were old and childless. Donna Isabella reminded me of my Portuguese friend Donna Maria. The two were courteous and kind. The two are not always synonymous with nobility.

It turned out that Don Manuel’s nephew served in the Portuguese cavalry, and when he heard I was a cavalryman the conversation became more animated. It was during the conversation that I learned of a local problem. There were, it appeared, brigands in the area.

“Not many you understand, Major, but enough to make the lives of the locals difficult.” Don Manuel sipped his dessert wine. “When I was a younger man, I might have gone into the hills to find them and hang them. Those days are gone.”

“Are they local men?”

“No, Major. They are deserters from not only the French army but also the British and Portuguese. I dare say there might even be the odd Spaniard, too. We have yet to capture one and the occasional one who is killed has no identification. I do not blame Lord Wellington, for he has other things on his mind. These are the men who run from a battle and find it easier to prey upon the weak.”

“Then when I reach Lord Wellington, I will tell him about the problem. If nothing else, it is a threat to our lines of communication.” We had not seen any, but I knew that there would be messengers riding from Oporto to Headquarters. If they had to be escorted, then it would be a waste of manpower.

That night we prepared our weapons. We had ridden thus far with them unloaded, but if there was danger ahead then it might pay to be ready for all eventualities. We did not have our Baker rifles or even carbines. They were still where we had left them, at Freineda. We instead took out our pistols. I had purchased two for each of us from Joseph Manton. He produced the best guns anywhere and his duelling pistols were renowned. We still had our French pistols but they were not as good as English ones. Joseph Manton made bespoke pistols and I had asked him, through Sharp, to make us four pistols based upon the 1802 New Land Pattern design but to the standards of a duelling pistol. It had been expensive and had taken time. Had we been summoned a week earlier they would not have been ready. We had not had the opportunity to test them properly, but they had felt balanced and solid when we had handled them. The ball they fired was more than half an inch in diameter and the Manton pistols would make a hole in whatever they hit. The ones we would use had a greater range than the normal pistol. The new pistols had come with holsters which were carried on a solid belt. The French horse pistols would be carried on a lanyard and hung on either side of the saddle. My sword was still the long, heavy cavalry sword. Rafe had sharpened it well before we left. The Italian stiletto I had taken from a bandit in Italy was in the top of my boot.

We rose early and left before dawn. This was the last leg of our journey and we wanted it to be over sooner rather than later. Don Manuel had warned us that the land through which we would be travelling was largely devoid of settlements and that explained why the deserters could prey upon travellers. Alerted to the danger, we travelled differently from the previous two days. Sharp rode before me and led our packhorse. I rode at the rear. At the first sign of trouble, he would let go of the reins of the packhorse and we would both draw our Manton pistols. We had not discussed what to do if we were attacked because we knew each other so well that we could almost read the thoughts of the other. It had been the same when I had been a chasseur. The other troopers and I worked well together, and it explained our success.

When you have travelled as much as we had in Iberia, you learn to look for the signs of trouble long before you are actually in danger. When Sharp slowed then I knew there was something ahead. As I reached the point where he had slowed, I saw ahead, at the top of a small rise in the poorly made road, a derelict farmhouse. There were many in this part of Portugal for we were close to the border and it had been fought over many times. The roof had collapsed, and the door hung from its leather hinges. Across the road were the remains of an orchard which had grown wild. Whatever crops had been cultivated had become infested with weeds and wild shrubs. If I was going to ambush anyone then it would be there. We had our pistols loaded; the wadding would hold the ball in place. These were new guns with a tight bore. All that I did, a few seconds after Sharp, was to pull back the hammers. Sharp had a harder task than I did for the packhorse was swinging him around. I nudged my horse, unimaginatively named Soldier, so that the packhorse was to my right. It might stop the animal from bolting too far if this did prove to be an ambush. We had done this once already, a mile from Don Manuel’s. We had primed our pistols in anticipation of an attack, but it had proved to be two peasants with firewood heading for their homes. It did no harm to be prepared.

This time, however, it was not a false alarm for as we drew to within forty paces of the building, I saw a tendril of smoke. Someone was smoking a pipe or a cheroot and was hidden. It was unlikely to be just one man and so I rode next to Sharp and, holding the reins of my horse with my left hand, rested my right on the new Manton pistol. The derelict farm was to my left and, as we neared it, a British deserter stepped from the doorway. He was smoking a pipe. His uniform was faded and almost brown but I recognised it, and the man’s former rank. He was a Connaught Ranger, the 88th. I had fought alongside them a number of times and they were good fighters. This man had been a sergeant but he had lost his stripes. The uniform had a stronger colour where they had been. The man was a deserter and the fact that he had been a non-commissioned officer meant that he knew his business. It would not do to treat them as an irritation. If he led others, then they would be dangerous. Having seen him, I glanced around and saw a movement. There was another deserter hiding behind the walls and I detected something to the right. There were men, I guessed, hiding in the former orchard. I saw that he was not wearing boots but shoes and what had been his trousers came to barely below his knees.

“Top of the morning to you two gentlemen. By the cut of your clothes, you must be Englishmen!” He had his sergeant’s pike in his hands and although his words sounded chatty his pose was threatening as he held the weapon in two hands, and, if he rushed at me, he could easily take my horse’s head. I reined in for he was less than four paces from me.

“You are right, Sergeant, we are English. Why not ask your companions to show themselves? I would feel happier if I could see them.” I did not look to my right for I knew that Sharp would be assessing the threat from that direction.

“I am sure you would.” He smiled. “Well, as you are going nowhere unless I allow it, why not.” He whistled and three men emerged from the derelict building. One had a musket, a Charleville musket, and as the man holding it had a blue uniform, I took him to be a French deserter.

I slipped my pistol from my holster but did not aim it at him. I just held it across my horse’s neck. “Friend, give us the road, for we wish no trouble and I know that you do not.”

“And we will have none, for all we want is your horses, your cloaks, your pistols and boots. The rest you can keep. It will just be a long walk for you to find help. You have more than we do so let us equalize things, eh?”

I laughed. “You must think me a fool, Sergeant. Even if we acceded to your ridiculous demands, you would kill us and take what you wanted.”

The smile left his face as he snarled, “There are eight of us and two of you. No matter what happens the horses and the clothes will be ours!”

His words told me that there were four more men hidden. “Over your dead body!” I aimed and fired the pistol in one motion. The ball hit his chest and holstering it I drew the second. To my right, I heard Sharp’s first pistol. The Frenchman with the Charleville musket was ten paces from me and he was the next most dangerous threat. The two redcoats who ran to get at me had short swords. My shorter pistol came up before the musket and I fired. This time my ball hit his musket and ricocheted into his face. It disappeared and his dying reflex was to pull the trigger discharging the weapon into the earth. Even as I holstered my pistol the two redcoats were within twelve paces of me and I shouted, “I have two more pistols. Do you desire death so much?”

Just then Sharp’s second pistol fired and then his French one. The two deserters looked at each other and then, after grabbing the musket from the dead Frenchman, ran. I waited until I could see that they had gone and then looked over to Sharp. There was one dead redcoat but the other body was in the brown of the Portuguese army. He shook his head. “I winged one, but the French pistols are damned inaccurate.”

I nodded and dismounted. I drew my sword. “Cover me!”

The French soldier was obviously dead, but I saw that the Connaught Ranger was still moving, and his pipe was still smoking. I went over to him. He was clearly dying. “Ah, now I know you, sir. You are the mad bastard from Oporto. If I had recognised you sooner, I might have had Jean-Noel shoot you first.”

“Why did you desert?”

He laughed and I saw blood trickling from his mouth. The man did not have long for this world. How he had survived so long with a hole the size of my fist in his gut was beyond me. “Another of you damned English objected to me stealing brandy from a church. He had my stripes and then was going to have me flogged. I gutted the bastard and ...”

I learned no more for the pipe fell from his lifeless lips.

I remounted my horse. “Come on, Sharp, they may have friends. I think this is a task for the Portuguese and the provost.”

We reached Freineda after dark. The sentries were alert but I was recognised, for in the last campaign I had been close to the general. While Sharp took our horses and found us our billet I sought the general. Despite the lateness of the hour, I knew that he would be awake and working. The lieutenant who was his new aide did not recognise me and his nose wrinkled when he saw that I did not wear a uniform. The corporal who stood at the general’s door did and I saw the grin. He was not about to stop the young officer from making a fool of himself.

“The general is too busy to see civilian contractors now. Come back in the morning and make an appointment with the sergeant and we will try to fit you in.”

I smiled. “I am Major Matthews and I believe the general would like to see me now!”

The lieutenant’s face fell; he had heard my name “Of course, sir, I will... if I had known...”

Lord Wellington’s voice came from behind him. “For God’s sake, Fortescue, let the man in!”

Before I even entered the small room, I knew what would greet my eyes. There would be papers strewn everywhere and the remains of a half-eaten meal. It would appear to be disorganised, but Lord Wellington knew where everything was. He shook his head and gave a wry smile when he saw me. “A new aide. I just get one trained up and then they leave me. Dunbar and Hogg were passable, but I fear that Fortescue may prove to be another Deardon!”

Captain Deardon had been the unfortunate aide who had almost cost us half a regiment of cavalry, not to mention the capture of Lord Wellington. Needless to say, he had not lasted long! 

The general gave a rare smile and swept his hand to a spare seat. “How are the wounds?”

“Healed, sir.”

“Good. I feared I would be denied your services, too. Graham, Picton, Pack: they are all still in England convalescing! I need them here. Thank God that I now have General Murray back. I will finally have some organisation. Horse Guards do not understand this land. The Duke of York insists upon returning understaffed battalions back to England and I have green units whose officers need to be trained in my way of fighting!”

The words poured out like a freshly released dam. I understood what he was doing. He was a close-mouthed man, but he trusted me. I had been with him since he had returned to Spain in 1809. He knew that he could both trust and rely on me. His question about my wound was asked just to ensure that I could do my job. Lord Wellington could be cold. I would not tell him my news about my family because it would not interest him.

The torrent ended, he leaned back and folded his fingers together. It looked almost as though he was praying. “We are on the last leg of this journey through Spain, Matthews, and soon we shall be on the road to France. There may be people who regard Burgos as a disaster, but it was not. A failure? Yes, but not a disaster. Our Spanish allies tell me that fifteen thousand more men have been withdrawn from Spain to take part in Bonaparte’s war in Germany! God knows he lost his best men in the Russian disaster. With the reinforcements we now have we can drive them back into France and then begin to end this war. I confess, Matthews, that was the main reason I sent for you. We know the land between here and Burgos but north, towards the border, is another country. I have maps but I need your eyes and I need your intelligence. I need to find a route to France. I have to know where there is a battlefield for me to use where I can defeat and hurt the French! I am told that the roads north of Burgos are impassable for artillery. Until you tell me so, I will not believe it. For the first time since we came here, I outnumber the French in guns and cavalry. I intend to use both.”

He stood and, recognising the signs, I joined him on my feet. He strode over to a map on the wall. “Fetch that lantern, would you, Matthews?” I saw that it was a map covering the northern half of Spain up to the French border. “King Joseph has abandoned his capital and now rules the part of Spain he still controls from Valladolid here.” He tapped the map. “My aim is to drive northeast in a straight line. All the way to Burgos we know that the terrain is not an obstacle but the last hundred miles, from the maps, looks to be a place where the French could hold us up, for it is the foothills of the Pyrenees and then the mountain range itself. I need you and Sergeant Sharp to get as far along the road as you can and discover if there is a way to avoid French obstacles.”

I looked at the map and all that I saw were steep and narrow valleys and craggy rocks. The towns looked to be in the valley bottoms and, as such, perfect places to hold us up.

“My Lord, that is a mighty challenge!”

“Yet you have done this before and always with great success. You have one month, no more, for I intend to begin the attack by the end of May. Remember, Matthews, it is the ground after Burgos which concerns me.”

I nodded, knowing that argument was futile. “We will need horses, My Lord. The ones we were loaned at Porto are dead on their feet already.”

He beamed. “We have General Murray now! He will get you anything you wish!”

“That is a relief, sir. Now that the 11th has gone back to England, I no longer have access to Quartermaster Grant.”

“General Murray will be away until tomorrow. He has been to Ciudad Rodrigo to discover what state it is in. We shall need a more solid base when we move north.” He moved back to his desk, a sure sign that he had done with me. He had given me my instructions and I took it as a compliment that he believed I would not require any elaboration. I left. 

The young lieutenant was waiting just outside the door, “I am sorry about that, sir. I should have realised...”

“Lieutenant Fortescue, I have been the general’s aide for more years than I care to remember. It does not get any better than this. Keep your wits about you and if you have a poor memory then use pencil and paper, for the general says things once and expects you to remember everything he has told you! Regardless of the length!” He nodded and smiled, grateful that I had not taken offence. “If you have not obtained a decent pair of horses then do so. Even if you have to buy them yourself, they will prove a wise investment.”

“Will I be seeing you more frequently now, sir?”

“No, Fortescue. I fear that Sergeant Sharp and I spend more time behind enemy lines. Unless, of course, there is a battle: when that day comes, the general will use every aide he has and those of us who actually survive will have tales to tell.” I saw the look of horror on his face. Perhaps he thought being a general’s aide was a sinecure. He would find out he was wrong.

Sergeant Sharp, minus the horses, was waiting outside for me. “I couldn’t get us a room for love nor money, but the 14th are here, sir, and I saw Williams, he is a corporal now. He took me to Brevet Major John Wilson and he offered us a couple of tents. They are awaiting reinforcements.”

His news made me happy. I had led some of the 14th when Wilson was a captain, and they were good soldiers. “Excellent. I doubt that we shall need them for more than a night or two, in any case.”

“Behind the lines again, sir?”

“Possibly into France – but we shall see, eh?”

Major Wilson and the other officers were delighted to see me. Only two did not know me but the others had spoken of our exploits at Talavera, Fuentes de Oñoro, and Salamanca. Sergeant Sharp was whisked off to the non-commissioned officers’ mess, while I was taken to the officers’ mess. Wilson was the senior officer as the colonel was still in Lisbon with the adjutant. The regiment had spent the winter in Portugal and the colonel had, wisely in my view, allowed the officers to have some leave in the Portuguese capital. Being a good leader, he had left himself until the end of the rotation.

The officers were in good spirits and I understood the reasons. The Household Cavalry had been sent out, and after the heroics of Le Marchant, the whole of the cavalry division were in a bullish and confident mood. There were over eight thousand cavalrymen at the general’s disposal and added to his superiority in artillery meant that for the first time since we had come to Spain, we outnumbered the French.

The officers in the regiment also knew Emily. I had commanded a troop of them to protect her and her father when they had inspected the defences. Unlike Sir Arthur, they asked me about her. When I said that we were not only married but she was expecting my first child, they celebrated as though we had won the war. It was only later I realised why. For most of the army in Spain, the war was about death and loss. They had seen how Emily and I had grown closer because of the war. We were the hope that good things could come from this conflict.

I did not drink as much as the others, for I had to see the general the next day and then ride behind the lines. A thick head would not help me; and besides, I was now a relatively senior officer and the days of my becoming drunk were a thing of the past. I did not wish to let Emily down! The non-commissioned officers also made a great fuss of Sergeant Sharp and he was not as noble as I was. I could tell that he had drunk more than was good for him. We both ate breakfast at our respective messes and then went to the horse lines. While we would be given two good riding horses, we could not guarantee two pack horses of equal quality. The horses we had ridden to the camp were not good riding horses, but they might do to take us through enemy lines for two of them were French. I had already worked out that we would need a disguise.

As we led the two better horses back to our camp, I explained my plan to Alan. He normally picked holes in it for me, but the previous night made him just nod. “I do not want to risk playing the French police agent so soon after the last time. Let us try something new. I am a farmer from Breteuil, whose son Armand died at Garcia Hernández, and I have brought you, my servant, to help me to recover him. Let us say he was a sous-lieutenant in the 6th Dragoons; how does that sound?”

“It sounds plausible, sir, but why have we not recovered the body?”

I smiled. “We blame the British. They had buried him already and would not let us exhume the body. We can be rightly outraged at the Roast Beefs!”

He laughed. “You know, sir, that just might work!” He stopped suddenly. “No, sir, that won’t work. That sergeant deserter, he said he thought we were English from our clothes. We bought all of these in England. Our French clothes are in Lisbon. Sorry, sir.”

“No, Sharp, you are quite right. We will need some French clothes. The French prisoners we took at Salamanca were held at Ciudad Rodrigo. Some of them were civilians, and some of the officers had civilian clothes. When we have seen General Murray, we will head there.”

The Spanish fortress was less than twenty-two miles from the camp at Freineda and the general was back by noon. I had met him when he had first come to the Peninsula with Sir Arthur in 1809. I did not know why he had left a year or so ago, but I knew that Lord Wellington was delighted that he would be back. He was an energetic Scotsman and had served in the Low Countries. Serving as Lord Wellington’s Quartermaster may not sound like a post which would bring him into action, but Wellington knew his skills, and the sketchy ideas of Wellington’s plans were honed and sharpened by General Murray. I found that the two men not only thought alike, but there were similarities in features.

Sharp and I waited close by Headquarters and I greeted him when he arrived. He recognised me, for most officers save, perhaps, General Picton and one or two others, always wore military dress.

“General.”

“Ah, Major Matthews, I presume. The wound is healed?”

“Yes, sir.”

“And I daresay that Lord Wellington will be sending you off again.”

“Yes, sir, as soon as possible.”

He smiled. “And what do you need from me?”

“Good horses, sir, preferably French ones and French clothes.”

He beamed. “Then you are in luck.” He gestured behind him with his thumb. “When I was at Ciudad I found that there were still horses there captured at the Battle of Salamanca. They were fine animals. Some had belonged to the generals we killed and captured. It was a waste for them to become fat in the stables. And you are lucky, too – the French commandant at Ciudad had chests of clothes. I gather he was something of a dandy. The new Spanish commander objected to their presence and I brought them back. I knew not why, but now I can see a purpose.” He turned to a young lieutenant. “McLeod, take Major Matthews and his sergeant to our stores. Give them all that they need.”

“Sir.”

“And Major, any intelligence you can gather would be of use to me.”

“I know, sir, Lord Wellington has already told me what he needs.”

“No, sir, you misunderstand me.” He looked around, for we were in the open. “I mean any intelligence not necessarily to do with what you have been asked to do. I know what Lord Wellington has asked of you, but my work involves me looking at the bigger picture. I know your skills, Matthews. Colonel Selkirk calls you his best man.” The colonel had never told me that. “When you return, we shall dine, and I can pick your brains.”

“Yes, sir.”

“Now, God speed. I do not know how you do what you do but I am just glad that you are on our side!” He paused. “And I will send you some French coins. I daresay that you might well need them!”

The lieutenant was fresh from England; I could see the reddening of the skin. It might not yet be summer, but the sun always seemed to shine brighter here. “Come this way, sir. General Murray had earmarked the mounts for the general staff. They are all good animals and having been stabled since last summer are in good condition. They are grain-fed.”

I nodded. “And the clothes? Will they fit?”

“I know not, sir, for I did not see them, but there were four chests of them.”

“And what did General Murray intend for them?”

He smiled. “Like the general, I am a Scot and we are a frugal people. He could not bear to think of expensive clothes going to waste. I am not sure that he had a purpose, sir. We can examine the clothes first if you wish, for they are in the storeroom of the farm he commandeered.”

The officers who had overwintered in Portugal had taken over many of the abandoned houses and farms. Some of the owners were nobles who had left for Brazil with the royal family. Now that Portugal had been freed from the French, they would be returning. There were men from Stopford’s brigade, the Guards, who were on sentry duty. The fact that they were an elite regiment would not necessarily mean that they were not above pilfering and I was glad that we had arrived not long after the chests.

We opened them and I saw that they were, indeed, well-made and expensive. From the sizes, I saw that they were not just for one person and that was good for the first items we saw were too small. I dismissed anything which was too fancy, for I would be playing the part of a small landowner rather than a rich man. I found a serviceable pair of trousers, a jacket, and a frock coat. They were slightly too large for me but that was no bad thing. If I had been searching Spain for the body of my son I would not have eaten well. There appeared to be little for Sharp until we came to the bottom of a chest where there were some clothes which had been attacked by moths. The damage was not bad and would fit a servant perfectly. There were many cloaks and we took two of the darkest ones we could. Sharp would oil them before we left and that would further add to the illusion. I sent Sharp back to our camp with the clothes and went to the stables on the farm. There were twelve horses. Three were greys which I did not even bother to examine. Greys were memorable and I wished to be anonymous and invisible. Instead, I found a chestnut and a black. Both were fifteen hands and looked to be sturdy. There were larger mounts, of sixteen hands, but I dismissed those too for they would attract the eye.

“We will take these, Lieutenant. Now, I assume General Murray brought saddles?”

“Yes, sir. They were sent to the Household Cavalry.”

“Then be so good as to have two sent over to the camp of the 14th and if there are a couple with saddle holsters then I shall have those too.”

I went to find a couple of halters as Lieutenant McLeod hurried off to obey my orders. The two horses were fine ones, but they were just a little too overweight for my liking. We would ride hard for the first two days to make them look a little more realistic for a Frenchman from Breteuil. As I walked them back to our camp, I began to amend our story. The farm in Breteuil would be one which bred horses for the army. It would explain why we had cavalry mounts. I had chosen two which did not have regimental marks on them. They had been owned privately by generals or senior officers.

Sharp had already applied one coating of oil to the cloaks and they were drying in the spring sunshine. He came over to me and I proffered the reins of the chestnut. “Here you are, Sharp. Until our mounts are fetched from Lisbon these shall be ours so name him as you will. Mine is Albert.”

Sharp looked at me. “Why that name, sir?”

“An old comrade in arms and it is French. I would suggest you choose a French name, too. In the heat of the moment, an English name could well spell disaster. If they ask us why we have not brought a wagon we can say it was confiscated by some of their comrades elsewhere. We both know how valuable a wagon can be.”

The saddles followed and one had saddle holsters. The lieutenant had done well. General Murray had chosen a good officer to serve him. The troopers and officers of the 14th might have been curious about our preparations but they knew us well enough to neither comment nor ask. We were just brothers-in-arms going to war. 

The young lieutenant arrived as I was about to enter the mess. “General Murray’s compliments, sir, and the expenses.” I took the purse and slipped it into the frock coat pocket. The lieutenant took out a piece of paper and a pencil. “Sorry sir, the general needs for you to sign for it. Just for the records.”

I smiled. “Frugal, eh, McLeod?”
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