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			Historical Note

		

	
		
			1

			The bright orange flames leapt high above the smoking ramparts and lit the sky over the city and castle of Badajoz, casting a glow over the weary faces of the attackers. Two distant explosions and a chorus of screams tore through the Spanish night, and mingled with the crackle of musket fire almost drowning out the words of an unseen British soldier, as he yelled a dying curse against the French. One man had heard it, however, and mouthing a passing blessing for the soldier’s soul, echoed its sentiments in his own mind.

			Sitting on an empty powder barrel, apparently oblivious to the symphony of agony around him, his back resting against the dry earth wall of a narrow trench, James Keane rubbed thoughtfully at the stubble on his chin and pulled out his gold pocket watch, snapping open the lid and scanning the clock face in the firelight. It was four minutes after three o’clock in the morning. Five hours had passed since their latest attack had begun and Keane still had no idea as to its success.

			Somewhere close by, to his rear, a solitary horse whinnied in its death throes, and from far below his position in the siege lines, where the darkness shrouded the killing ground of the ditches, the groans and cries of scores of wounded and dying reached up to make the living shudder. Along the trench the black forms of red-coated soldiers moved in purposeful silence, but Keane remained where he was. He sat listening, conscious only of the task in hand and of his own men sitting, standing and lying close by. All of them staring, listening waiting. It seemed to Keane momentarily that they had been transported from the daylight world into some other place, some forgotten corner of hell. A place where chaos ruled and where the great ragged, gaping jaws of the breach they had blown in the city’s blackened, burning ramparts swallowed up column after column of attacking redcoats. This was bloody Badajoz, the meat-grinder of Wellington’s army, its every stone tainted with British blood and the unmistakable stench of death.

			Since Keane and his men had been waiting here, over the past five hours, successive messengers from the storming party had relayed news, good and bad. But none of it had yet given him the information he needed. General Picton’s 3rd Division of Viscount Wellington’s Peninsular army had been assaulting the ramparts of the castle, and during the same time, on the other, west, side of the town, the 4th and Light divisions had been beaten back time and again while Leith’s 5th Division was escalading the bastion of San Vincente. It was with the 4th though that Keane had chosen to advance, against the huge Trinidad redoubt on the eastern side of the city. And it was in the shadow of this mighty bastion that he and his men now found themselves waiting for their moment.

			Just half an hour ago, another courier had come down the line and told them that Picton’s men had gained a foothold inside the town. But from the sound of the fighting and the stream of wounded who had somehow made it to the lines, Keane was not so sure. It was very clear to him that the battle was still going on, unabated. The French had made a good job of the defences here. They had used everything at their disposal to ensure that the city would not fall. They had constructed lethal obstacles, flooded the ditches and placed explosive mines along the ramparts. And there had been nothing for Wellington to do but storm the place head-on.

			Keane turned to one of the men beside him, seeing his features now in the growing light of dawn. ‘I wish I knew what the devil was going on, Archer. It’s as much of a mess as I’ve ever seen this army get itself into. And, dammit, we’re the ones who are meant to know, aren’t we?’

			It was true – James Keane and his men were the eyes and ears of Wellington’s army. Observers, trained to go deep behind enemy lines and discover everything they could, from the dispositions of the French troops, their corps, divisions, brigades and regiments, to what their generals had ordered for dinner. But for once they were as much in the dark as anyone else.

			Archer spoke. ‘Damned if I know, sir. Perhaps we should just go ahead. Follow the storming party. If they’ve got into the town, we need to be with them before we lose our chance, and our quarry.’

			‘Yes, that’s my worry. Finding the man before they do. We can’t allow him to be killed.’ Over the past few years Keane and his men had been given some strange tasks, but this, he thought, must be one of the most bizarre. They had been ordered to get into Badajoz, in the wake of the attack which they had been told must surely, eventually, succeed, but before the place was completely secure and armed with the most rudimentary of clues as to his location, to extricate alive at all costs a French colonel who must then be returned to Wellington’s headquarters. The orders had come directly from Wellington himself. The colonel, Keane had been told, had in his possession important intelligence. That was all he needed to know, for now. He sat still again for a moment, listening with a trained ear to the noises now and any subtle differences. There was a curious lull in the volume of the explosions. A change which, while imperceptible to the untrained ear, to Keane was quite clear in what it said. It signalled an opportunity. He turned to his right. ‘Sarn’t Ross. It’s time. Now, man.’

			He turned the other way and looked for the rest of his men. ‘Come on, follow me.’ Then, leaping up and sword in hand, he ran towards where the attacking force had entered the breach and, followed by his men close up, he led them forward.

			The adrenalin was pumping now, and Keane was caught up in the thrill of the moment. This was their time. This was what they did. But it was more than just that. Yes, they had been tasked with rescuing a French colonel. But here was a chance. A chance for Keane to be back at the front line of a battle. And it felt good. For the past three years he had largely been denied real soldiering, and he missed it. That was a hard thing to countenance, he knew, when one looked about the charnel house of Badajoz. But it was most certainly the truth.

			*

			In the past three years he had led his men in search of code books, chasing French spies and befriending ruthless guerrilla captains. They had made a name for themselves as a unique force operating deep behind enemy lines, often cut off, relying on their ingenuity and all the guile they had. He had chosen them for this and had made them what they were. Had plucked them from the jails of Portugal, even from the hangman’s noose, and given each of them a second chance. And they had repaid him fourfold. They believed in him. Would, he knew, have died for him. Some of them had. And now new faces had come in their place. And they too would follow him. Not from the threat of the cat like the rest of the army. But because they all trusted him. He hoped that now, here, leading them into God knew what, that trust would not be tested.

			Looking quickly to his rear, Keane counted off nine forms, crouched and running in the darkness.

			He led them down the snaking line of the British trenches, past the sleeping sentries and the dying heroes, and then without a word but raising his hand to point, altered his course over the counter scarp into the ditch in front of the curtain wall. Although the dawn was rising, the darkness was still sufficient to allow them to pass unchallenged by the British, who, exhausted stood and lay around them. He had timed it within a whisker. There was a moment when the battle would be won and the town taken, but before the enemy had time to escape in their euphoria and before the looting began. He hoped that he had judged it right. Later, and it would be too late. Earlier, and he would be leading his men into the heart of the battle. And that was expressly what he had been told not to do.

			Archer, ever quick on the uptake, whispered to him, ‘Isn’t this just what Major Grant said not to do, sir?’

			‘Yes, Archer. That’s quite correct. And that’s precisely why I’m doing it.’

			Archer smiled. It was only what he would have expected from his officer. Keane had never been one to go by the book. Hunch, guesswork and gut instinct were his way of soldiering. And they hadn’t failed him yet. Keane was a gambler at heart, but sometimes, as any gambler will tell you, it helps to bend the cards or load the dice. And Keane had been known to do both.

			He turned to Archer again. ‘You know why we’re here as well as I do. Like it or not, we’ve got to rescue a bloody Frenchman. There’s good reason for it. That’s for certain. But don’t tell any of these buggers.’ He nodded towards one of the British redcoats standing en garde as they passed by. ‘As far as they’re concerned, the only good Frenchman is a dead one. Why confuse them?’

			As they turned into the traverse of the trench, ahead of them Keane saw two figures standing in their way with their backs to them, blocking their path. Both wore blue boat cloaks.

			Hearing Keane’s men approach, one of the figures turned and Keane saw that beneath his cloak he wore the scarlet uniform of a British officer. The other man turned and was similarly dressed and both carried their swords unsheathed, the blades catching the dawn light. Looking at the figure on the left, Keane caught his sharp, birdlike features, and within seconds he had recognized the man as Fitzroy Somerset, Wellington’s military secretary, a familiar face from Keane’s frequent visits to headquarters.

			The man, who had been staring at Keane, spoke. ‘Keane? It is Captain Keane, isn’t it?’

			‘Yes, sir. James Keane.’

			‘Of course, Keane. This is Captain Richard Clarke of the 3rd Guards.’ He turned to his companion, ‘Richard, this is the fellow I was talking about. The spy chap. Damn good at it too. What the devil are you doing here, Keane? I thought your place was among the observing officers. Not here in the front line.’

			‘I’m here at the orders of the peer, sir.’

			‘Well I’m here to discover what the devil’s going on. You’re quite welcome to join us.’

			‘It would seem prudent, sir.’

			At that moment from all around them men began to cheer, as along the communications trench that led from the rear of the position a column of men moved forward. Led by a lieutenant and a captain and two drummer boys beating out the attack, they marched without packs, their muskets held with bayonets fixed at the ‘present’. Behind the officers came six pioneers, all armed with axes.

			The officers of the attack column acknowledged the cheers as they passed.

			One of Keane’s new men, a light-fingered Geordie named Batty, turned to Ross. ‘Is that the forlorn hope, sarge? I don’t envy them.’

			Keane replied for the sergeant. ‘That’s no forlorn hope, Batty. That’s the leading column of the rest of the army. We’ve got inside, lad. And now we intend to keep the place. It’s up to this lot to make sure we do.’

			Somerset nodded. ‘You’re right. It would seem that we have gained a hold in the redoubt. It’s now or never, Keane. Are you with me?’

			Keane smiled. ‘All the way, sir.’

			As the attack column disappeared into the breach, Somerset and Clarke led the way to follow them and with them went Keane and his men. They moved fast across the causeway and into the breach where the rubble lay as if some giant infant had thrown it around in a tantrum. Emerging through the wall, they shuffled together and crossed in single file the plank which had been laid across the trench beyond. Keane wondered at how the men of the original storming party had ever managed to get past this point. It must have been hell, he thought, to go in single file under constant fire from the battlements. But the French were gone from here now and all was silent, save for the groans of the wounded, with the measure of the continuing tumult of battle coming from the city which lay before them.

			They were almost across the plank when Keane looked round and caught his sergeant, Ross, a brawny Scot, gazing down into the ditch below them. He followed the man’s stare and saw what seemed for a moment to be a thick, dark liquid, a river perhaps, but within seconds he realized that it was in fact a mass of writhing bodies. Men who had fallen or been blown off the narrow causeway beyond the curtain wall and had fallen into the ditch. Men who had tumbled off ladders set to mount the walls, onto the blades of the wickedly sharp chevaux de frise below, spikes embedded in tree trunks left by the French to line the ditches into which any attackers were bound to jump or fall. For a moment he was transfixed, rooted to the spot by this ghastly vision of human agony. As he stared the mass took proper human forms and he began to see contorted faces and the full horror of their condition.

			Ross swore. ‘Christ almighty, sir, look what the French have done to our boys. It’s bloody hell, sir. Look at them.’

			But Keane didn’t look. He walked forward, determined to get into the city and get the job done. This was no place for regret and no place for sentiment. They were in, but at what expense? he wondered. Keane had never seen such wholesale slaughter.

			There was another huge explosion a little distance ahead of them. Keane and the others cowered instinctively and shielded their eyes as the ground rocked. Looking up, his ears ringing, he searched for the attacking column they had been following, but saw instead only smoke and flame. There were Somerset and Clarke, standing together and similarly shaken. But of the column there was no sign. Then, slowly, figures began to emerge from the smoke. A horrifying procession of wounded and dying, some of them on fire and shrieking, others blackened and charred, sightless or holding bloody stumps of arms. Even as the city seemed about to fall at last, the French had blown a mine and the column had caught the impact. The survivors pushed past him and his men, stumbling blindly on to get back to the lines. Keane tried to stop them, but it was in vain and he could only look helplessly as too many of them missed the narrow plank bridge and fell to join their dying comrades in the ditch. Ross managed to catch hold of one of them, a drummer boy who had lost a hand. The boy looked at Keane, his blackened face a mask of terror and shock. ‘The captain. He was talking to me. Then he was gone. Just gone.’

			Surely, thought Keane, the French must stop now. Stop the killing. Now they must realize that Badajoz had fallen, that further fighting was foolish. Ross handed the boy to a redcoat, part of another column that had crossed the causeway and was pushing on towards the city, and told him to take him back and help the others.

			Keane turned back. Spoke to the men directly to his rear: ‘Silver, Martin, all of you, stay close. This place isn’t ours yet. We may have taken the city, but the French are still in there. Remember our task.’

			They were climbing now, Somerset leading the way, up the huge pile of debris that filled the breach. Treading on the fallen stones, he realized that he was also, with every second step, walking on softer stuff, the bodies of the attacking redcoats which had somehow, in successive explosions, been incorporated into the rubble.

			Then, reaching the top of the stones, they began to descend, making their way down the storming ladders, which had been placed to take them down into the ditch before the fortress.

			He had caught the stench now. The sweet, foul smell of death. And the lower they got into the ditch, the more unbearable it became. For three terrible weeks the British had besieged Badajoz. Three of the bloodiest weeks that the army had ever seen. Looking behind he saw a thin line of men following him up the rock pile, his men. Ahead of him the battle still raged, but now they knew that the forlorn hope had broken through and the British were pouring into the city.

			Silver, one of his most trusted men, who had come through the last three years astonishingly unscathed, Silver shook his head. ‘God knows what the lads’ll be about, sir. They’ll slaughter every Frenchman they see. Who knows what else. They’ve no love for the dagos. You remember what the Portuguese did at Coimbra? I’ve never known a battle like it.’

			The previous day Keane had heard the tally. Almost three thousand dead. And that had been before this bloody night. Of the 27,000 men who had attacked it, he reckoned that almost one in five must surely be killed or maimed.

			‘Yes, they’ve done it for Wellington. But who’s to stop them now?’

			Keane worried more about what their ‘brave lads’ might do. He knew the British soldier. Knew him well. Most of them had ’listed for drink. His own band of mavericks was made up mostly of criminals he had plucked from the jails of Lisbon some three years ago.

			But Keane’s men were not bad men. Not evil. He had seen evil in the eyes of men before. In his own regiment, the 27th Inniskilling Fusiliers, a corporal who had managed to break every rule in the book and had invented some of his own, until the truth had caught up with him. Every regiment had such men.

			Keane knew that at the heart of all regiments in the British army lay a cadre of hardened criminals and he knew that it was these men who would command in the streets of Badajoz and that all the gold lace and swagger of the officers would count for nothing.

			Passing through the second breach and what had once been a gate, they found themselves within the walls. Parties of redcoats were everywhere, some under command of an officer, others with an NCO. Some with no command. Many were wounded. Several seemed drunk.

			They were in the San Vincente fort, a place they hadn’t tried before. And here at last it seemed that they had met with success. As they pushed on, it was clear that ahead of them Leith’s men were now pouring into the city from their own assault on the opposite side, and he guessed that in the north too the other divisions of the army would be pushing through the breaches where for days they had been mown down in their hundreds.

			Somerset stopped and turned to Keane. ‘Before we reach the French, I don’t know what your purpose here is, Keane. What are your directions?’

			‘I need to find a certain colonel on the French staff, sir. That’s all I know. I’m told that he might be in the governor’s house.’ He reached into his coat. ‘I have a sketch map.’

			Somerset waved it aside. ‘Indeed. Well, I’m sure that the peer knows his purpose.

			‘In fact you’re in luck. I’m better than any map. I know this place well, you know, from earlier days. I intend to find the French commander, General Philipon, and it’s my betting that he too will be in the governor’s house. Shall we go?’

			Keane needed no further prompting and trotted on behind Somerset, followed by his men, as they went deeper into the enemy stronghold.

			The buildings showed the evidence of a month of relentless British bombardment. Some had gone entirely, others stood roofless or with part of the walls blown away, others were still smoking from the most recent shelling and everywhere lay bodies. And among it all men were wandering or standing in groups.

			Instantly, however, and bewilderingly, they suddenly found themselves at a point where those around them changed from British redcoats to the French. Keane stopped but noted that Somerset had not, seemingly undeterred by the presence of the enemy. And the French appeared to be ignoring him. It occurred to Keane that this must be the reason for the two officers wearing cloaks and he was thankful for once that he and his men wore the brown of their corps, the Guides, rather than British scarlet.

			Keane turned to Silver. ‘Follow me but don’t speak. They’re done for and they know it, but best not to give them the chance. Just follow. Pass the word.’

			Silver nodded and whispered Keane’s command to the next man. They hurried after Somerset and Clarke and soon found themselves in a wide square, the Place de Saint-Jean, at the end of which stood an imposing neo-classical building, enclosed with an iron fence.

			Somerset called back, ‘There that’s it. That’s the governor’s house,’ and leading the way, he walked towards it. There was no sign of any enemy presence around the building, nor any sentries posted on the gates which lay open, and Keane now realized that they had not encountered any French soldiers for several streets. Somerset walked to the main doors and pushed.

			They swung open to reveal a large marble entrance hall with a check floor, hung with chandeliers and lined with portraits. It seemed to him for a moment that he had by some miracle walked into a ball. For the room was filled with women, well-dressed women in fine silk dresses, all of them in some degree of agitation. There were eighteen women in all: ten, two very young, in fine clothes and dripping with jewellery, who were perhaps the wives of French officers; the others, less well dressed, probably their servants. Seeing Somerset enter, one of them shrieked.

			Ignoring her, the aide de camp waved his hand and gave a bow. ‘Don’t be afraid, ladies. We are British officers.’

			There was another shriek and Keane realized that most of the women were, of course, French. Instantly he announced himself in French, and hearing their native tongue the ladies seemed to relax a little. Somerset smiled at him before turning to the ladies and himself addressing them in perfect French:

			‘I’m looking for the commander, General Philipon.’

			‘He is no longer here, sir. He has gone.’

			‘Well, he can’t have gone far. We have the city surrounded. I have come here to accept his surrender. Where has he gone?’

			None of the women spoke, until one of them, a tall handsome woman in a bright green silk dress, came forward. ‘Of course he’s gone.’ She looked at the others. ‘What’s the use? We might as well tell him. He’s gone to the fort of San Cristobal.’

			‘And left you here? All of you? Alone?’

			‘He said we would be safe. Safe with the British.’

			‘I’m sure of that, madame. But there are others in this town. We shall leave you a guard.’

			‘Captain Keane?’

			‘Sir?’

			‘Post four of your men to remain here with the ladies until we return.

			‘Ladies, Captain Keane’s men will look after you. Isn’t that so, Keane?’

			‘Yes, sir, of course. Sarn’t Ross, take three men and guard the ladies. We’re off to find Colonel Hulot.’

			One of the women, a small blonde close to the front of their group, gave a little cry of surprise.

			Somerset turned to her, ‘Madame? Something is wrong?’

			‘This is my husband. Colonel Hulot is my husband.’

			‘Then be assured, madame, that Captain Keane will bear him safe to you here while I accept the surrender of the city from the governor.’

			Keane looked at him. ‘Accept his surrender, sir?’

			‘Yes, Keane. Didn’t you guess that was my purpose in coming here? I intend to put an end to all this. General Philipon would be a fool to refuse. He’s run his course. I’d value your company, Keane. Come, Major Clarke – if we are to parley we need to find ourselves a drummer.’

			The two men left the house and Keane hesitated a moment before joining them.

			He addressed the women in French. ‘Ladies, you have nothing to fear. My men will protect you. Sergeant Ross is in command. You are free to do as you wish, but you must stay inside.’

			Madame Hulot approached him, ‘Captain, you were sent to take my husband?’

			‘Yes. But not as a prisoner, madame. He has information we need and which we believe he intends us to have.’

			‘You say he is a traitor?’

			‘No, not a traitor. But he does have important information that will help the future of France.’

			She nodded. ‘I see. He is a true Frenchman, sir, a truly loyal son of France.’

			Keane looked at her and saw a passion in her eyes, mixed with fear. So that was it, he thought. The colonel’s great secret. Not all Frenchmen were Bonapartists. There were still some, thank God, like Captain Hulot and his pretty wife, who believed in the old order or perhaps, like others who after years of striving for Bonaparte’s empire, were simply now disillusioned. Keane realized at once why he had not been given more information on Hulot. This was merely the latest in a series of actions intended to sow disunity in the French command by finding royalist collaborators on the staff of every one of Napoleon’s marshals. The idea had come from St James’s, from the Prince Regent himself apparently, via his spokesman at Wellington’s headquarters, an odious man named Cavanagh, Colonel Rupert Cavanagh. Keane, along with not a few others, disliked him intensely. The problem was that Cavanagh held influence at court and had the ear of the prince. He knew well that Cavanagh’s intention was ultimately to discredit Wellington and it was for this reason that he continued to advance hare-brained schemes. Thankfully most of them had been put to rest. But occasionally even Wellington had to kowtow to London, and this was one of those moments. In fact the idea, thought Keane, was not so bad. But he was damned if he would let Cavanagh take the credit for it. He looked again at Madame Hulot.

			‘As you say, madame. And there is always honour in following our true beliefs.’

			Keane was interrupted by a din from the doorway. Somerset had returned, and with him a drummer boy who was beating a tattoo. ‘Come along Keane. We’ve no time to lose.’

			Keane summoned the men who were not remaining and together they left the house. Immediately they were out, Ross secured the doors.

			Somerset led them northwards through the streets where already the victorious redcoats were beginning to break into shops. Keane paid them no heed but hurried on behind Somerset, who did indeed appear to know the way. At length they came to a causeway, littered with the bodies of the dead, French and British.

			It was now six o’clock in the morning and Somerset, advancing with Clarke and his drummer ahead of the others, stopped at the doors of the San Cristobal and called up to General Philipon to surrender. It happened quickly and remarkably, without fuss, given the appalling suffering which the French had inflicted in their stubbornness.

			With a white handkerchief tied to a bayonet, held by a sergeant before him and his remaining staff officers and perhaps fifty men, General Philipon marched out to surrender. Keane was surprised at his age and, as he drew close to the man, his abundant grey hair. Somerset accepted the general’s sword with customary grace and Keane approached him. ‘I beg your pardon, general, but I would be most obliged if you could indicate to me Colonel Hulot.’

			The general looked at Keane with weary eyes and pointed towards an officer behind him. ‘There, captain, that’s Hulot.’

			Keane walked across to the colonel. ‘Colonel Hulot?’

			‘Yes.’

			‘At last. I do confess, I thought I wouldn’t find you, sir. James Keane. I come direct from Wellington.’

			*

			They made their way quickly back from the fort through the violent, darkened streets, lit with the orange light of the burning city. There was no other way to reach the British camp save to return through the shattered citadel. Keane was shocked that in just the past half an hour since they had come this way before, the situation had become ten times worse. Every street corner now witnessed some new outrage, some act of cruelty, and several times Keane was of a mind to stop and help. But he knew it was impossible and pointless, so glancing away he pushed ahead, mindful of the task in hand.

			*

			As they turned into the square where they had left Ross and the Frenchwomen, Keane was aware of a commotion coming from outside the house. Shouting and raised voices in English.

			He turned to Hulot. ‘That’s coming from your house, colonel.’ He quickened his pace, ‘What the devil’s going on?’

			As they neared the door Keane saw that there was a mob of soldiers outside, redcoats, and after a few more paces heard the sound of splintering wood.

			‘Christ, they’ve got inside. Let’s go.’

			Keane, followed by his men and the others, ran to the doors, but already they had crashed open and several dozen redcoats were now in the hallway. Keane moved fast and together with his men, Hulot, Somerset and a dozen of the French prisoners, pushed through the crowd towards the women. He could see Sergeant Ross and the other men he had left forming a ragged line in front of the Frenchwomen and headed straight towards them.

			‘Ross, hold hard.’

			Ross, seeing Keane, drew his line together and had them level their carbines so that they were pointed at the advancing redcoats, who stopped just as Keane reached them. They were led by a sergeant whose filthy tunic, like that of several of the others, bore green facings. All showed the signs of the battle, blood and soot mixed in equal measure on the washed-out brick red of their coats and across their grey overall trousers. While the sergeant still wore his stovepipe shako, others had adopted other headgear, a French shako, an officer’s bicorne and, most bizarrely, a turban, and all were armed with a variety of weapons, ranging from muskets and bayonets to swords of all nations and an axe. The sergeant held a long curved light cavalry sabre with an ivory grip, clearly a prize taken from a dead Frenchman. He stared at Keane and then at the women, who were now screaming with terror.

			Keane looked the man straight in the eye. ‘Sergeant, you seem to have lost your way. The French here are already our prisoners.’

			The man sneered and grinned at Keane. ‘Well, that’d be a strange thing, sir, wouldn’t it? And how do we know that you’re not French yourself – you in yer shite-brown coat.’

			The man spoke in an Irish brogue and reeked of alcohol. Rum, thought Keane, brandy most certainly and a copious quantity of wine. He replied, anxious to keep the situation in control, ‘The name is Keane, Captain Keane to you, sergeant, and this shit-brown coat, as you call it, is my uniform. The uniform of His Majesty’s Corps of Guides.’

			To his right and left his ten men now stood on guard, their cavalry carbines having been lowered until they were pointing directly at the leading redcoats. From beyond the open doors came the sound of gunshots, mingled with the shouts of soldiers’ shrieks and women’s screams.

			The army had been pushed harder in these last few days than he had ever seen. All the officers knew it. Knew that at any time keeping discipline was like sitting on a powder keg, just waiting for the spark to set it alight. And now, it seemed to Keane, someone had lit that fuse. And when the fuse burnt down, there would be only one result: mutiny.

			He smiled at the sergeant. ‘Sergeant, would you mind taking your men back out into the street. The ladies are becoming agitated.’

			‘Is that so, sir?’ Again the man said the word in a sneer. ‘Well, if that’s them looking agitated, let’s give them something to be agitated about. We’ll agitate them right enough. Won’t we, lads? We’ll give them a proper seeing-too. And we’ll have that gold and them sparklers off them first.’

			The soldiers shouted their agreement and together the mob of redcoats took a step towards Keane and the women. The sergeant grinned again, and waving his looted sabre in the air looked back at his men before starting to move forward again. But then he stopped, his eyes still fixed on his men. For as the sergeant had glanced away, Keane too had stepped forward, and as he had done so his right hand had flashed to his left side and in an instant had drawn his own sword, a light cavalry model with a razor-sharp butcher’s blade, which he now pressed, with the light touch of a fencer, to the man’s throat. Keane spoke slowly, deliberately.

			‘You will take your men and you will leave this place now. Do not return, and consider yourself fortunate to take away your life.’

			The sergeant was breathing heavily now, partly from fear of the blade at his throat and partly from fury. He managed to twist his face to stare at Keane, who held the blade close enough to draw a spot of blood. As he did so, however, one of the man’s men moved forward and, raising the sword he held in his hand, aimed a clumsy, drunken blow at Silver. It was a bad mistake to make and the worst choice of adversary. With a single deft movement, Silver raised his carbine, swung it round and holding the heavy, brass-capped butt high, used it as a club against the redcoat, bringing it down with ferocious strength and splitting his head clean open. The man crumpled to the floor, spilling blood and brains, and Keane edged the point of his sword a millimetre closer to the sergeant’s jugular. Three of the women screamed and one fainted, but was caught by her maid as she fell to the floor.

			The redcoats froze, panic on their faces, uncertain of what to do. At length, one of them bent over the fallen man before looking up at the sergeant. ‘He’s dead, Sergeant O’Gara.’

			The sergeant, trying not to move Keane’s blade any closer to his throat, managed to mutter, ‘You’ll pay for this, whoever you are.’

			Keane smiled and kept the blade where it was. ‘Now, now, Sergeant O’Gara, don’t get so agitated. You’ll hurt yourself if you’re not careful. Now call off your dogs before anyone else gets hurt.’

			O’Gara mouthed the command and whispered the words, ‘Right, boys, get out. They’re not worth it.’

			At last Keane relaxed the blade and O’Gara grabbed at his throat, rubbing it where the blade had touched. Keane kept the sword levelled and pointed at the dead redcoat. ‘Now get out and take this pile of shit with you, and thank God it wasn’t you.’

			Two of the redcoats picked up the corpse and together they backed out of the room and into the madness of the street.

			O’Gara stared hard at Keane’s eyes. ‘I know you, sir. And I’ll see you again. Mind if I don’t.’

			Then he turned, and with his men was lost in the mass of redcoats who now filled the streets outside. Keane shouted, ‘Shut those doors and bar them. Garland, Martin, get upstairs. Check the windows. Archer, Silver, you others, cover this floor. Check the doors. I want anyone you find in here with us.’

			Colonel Hulot approached Keane, holding his wife, ‘Thank you, captain. That was well done.’

			‘Thank you, sir. I’m only pleased that we arrived when we did. A few minutes later and it would have been very different.’

			‘Unthinkable.’

			Keane looked across to where Somerset was reuniting General Philipon with his wife and two daughters. He smiled and, leaving the two most recent additions to his command on sentry at the door, went in search of Sergeant Ross.

			Silver had done well to do what he had. Brute force was the only language that men such as O’Gara understood, and Silver had seen exactly where the situation had been leading. Keane would have expected nothing less from him, or from any of the men he now counted as not only his soldiers but his friends.

			He climbed the staircase of the house and, standing at an open window looked down, into the street below. The place was alive with redcoats. But they were no longer soldiers. The army had lost its command and was transformed into no more than a mob. As he looked on, a group of redcoats broke down the door of a house, went inside and returned laden with bottles, two of which fell to smash on the cobbles. A third man emerged, dragging with him a young woman who was screaming and hitting him. He turned and slapped her face and she stopped and searched with desperate eyes for a saviour. But Keane could do nothing. He knew that to draw attention to themselves would only be to invite disaster. So he watched as the girl was dragged away by the redcoats and as two men, one in French uniform, the other a civilian, were bludgeoned to death in the gutter. Martin was at his side.

			‘I could shoot their leaders, sir, easily, if you tell me who they are. That might stop them.’

			‘Nothing’s going to stop them, Will. And that would just turn them on us. You can’t stop an army that’s this much out of control. All you can do is hope that it burns itself out. They’ve taken enough in this place and now they’re paying it back. And it doesn’t matter to them who they’re hurting – French, Portuguese, their own kind. They’re all just as guilty in their eyes. Just as much to blame for what they’ve gone through. What they’ve seen. They need to get rid of their pain.’

			‘But, sir, look at what they’re doing. There must be something we can do.’

			‘There’s nothing that can be done, Will. All we can do is wait.’

			But the rioting did not stop. It went on all night and into the following day. And the longer it continued, the more concerned Keane became that at some stage, sooner or later, Sergeant O’Gara would reappear, and he knew that next time it might not end so well.
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			Keane was out of sorts. Between them a bunch of French­-women, a mob of mutinous redcoats and a staff officer over-anxious to cover himself in glory had ruined his rare chance of seeing real soldiering. Yes, they had found Hulot and succeeded in getting him out of the city, against the odds, and he should have been pleased. But that was far from the case.

			Silver noticed his mood, ‘Something up, sir?’

			‘You might say that, Silver. Yes, something’s up. What do you reckon to this business?’

			‘Sir?’

			‘This work we do.’

			‘You say it yourself, sir. It’s vital work, vital for victory. We take our orders from Nosey himself, sir, sorry, Lord Wellington, don’t we? Must be important if it comes from him. That’s how I feel about it, sir.’

			‘But don’t you miss it? Real soldiering. The sort of thing we did, might have done, last night?’

			‘Don’t know, sir. We see enough Frenchies, and I’d rather be with you and the lads dodging around than forced to stand stock still in a line and wait for a round-shot to blow off my head.’

			Keane laughed. ‘I dare say you’re right. If it’s odds you are looking at, they’re on our side rather than the poor buggers in the front line. I just can’t help thinking, is this really what I joined for?’

			‘Why did you join, sir? You’ve never told us that.’

			Keane said nothing for a while and then, ‘It’s not simple, Silver. It has to do with family and duty and something someone did for me once. And a notion that was put in my head.’

			They were standing, with the rest of the men a short distance away, outside the building in the fort of San Cristobal which Wellington had taken as his headquarters. In fact it was the same building to which General Philipon and his staff had fled the previous day and where Somerset had found them. But now it was filled with red-coated officers, and having turned over Colonel Hulot to his superiors, Keane waited to be summoned.

			*

			At length he was shown in. The tall room, the great hall of the fortress, was crowded with red-coated staff officers and a few Portuguese. Wellington was standing, looking grave, in conversation with a number of staff officers, two of whom Keane recognized as Sir Thomas Picton and Sir James Leith. Their conversation was animated and anxious. Another officer approached him from across the room.

			‘James, good to see you. I heard that you were in the thick of it last night.’

			‘Only obeying our orders, sir, nothing more.’ Keane smiled.

			The new officer was Major Colquhoun Grant, Keane’s closest contact on the staff, Wellington’s senior intelligence officer and his own direct superior. He smiled at Keane. ‘Well, welcome back.’

			‘Thank you, sir.’ He nodded across to Wellington. ‘I imagine that they’re discussing last night.’

			‘Yes, it’s a bad business. Damned bad. I’ve never seen it worse. Not just one regiment, James, or even one brigade, but the whole army near as dammit. Only had the guards and the cavalry to control it. In the end we had to leave them to it. Nothing we could do.’

			‘At least we managed to get the general out and his staff. Not to mention their ladies.’

			‘Yes, and a few others, but God alone knows what happened to those left behind.’

			Wellington had raised his voice now. It was not something that Keane had witnessed often. ‘Well, God knows what will happen to the miscreants. We only just escaped with our lives.’

			‘Oh yes, Wellington has decided on that. There’s nothing to be done with most of them. How can you flog or hang an entire army? He’s going to hang a few to make an example, and have a few of the ringleaders beaten, if we can find them, and that will be that.’

			‘Apart from the misery of those who suffered.’ Keane thought of the face of the Irish sergeant, filled with hatred. ‘I could name you one man who needs to feel the end of the hangman’s rope.’

			‘If you can name him, if he has any sense he won’t have rested his heels for long.’

			Keane nodded. ‘I suppose you’re right, sir. I imagine we’ll lose a few men that way.’

			‘Oh, I dare say that some will run. But they’ll be caught eventually by the provosts. Or die at the hands of the French more likely – or the guerrillas. No one likes a deserter, James.’

			The door opened and Colonel Hulot entered, accompanied by another British staff officer. Grant greeted him warmly. ‘Colonel, I trust that you are recovered?

			‘Keane, I thought that it might benefit you to hear the colonel’s intelligence directly from him, so we are all in agreement. Colonel?’

			Colonel Hulot looked at Keane and began to speak. ‘Captain, you will have realized, that I am no longer a follower of Bonaparte.’

			It was strange to hear a Frenchman, an officer at that, talk of Napoleon as anything other than ‘the emperor’.

			Hulot continued. ‘For too long he has ruled my country. He has sacrificed its sons on the altar of his ambition, and look where we are. His greed knows no limits. Spain will be the death of him. Already it is sucking away our lifeblood. I have seen some terrible things here, captain, Your Grace. Terrible things done to my men and terrible things done by them also, in the name of our glorious emperor.’

			He paused. ‘I cannot let it continue. That is why I have given myself to you. I am a royalist at heart. My family met their end at the guillotine. I myself fled to Switzerland, and when the time was right I returned and joined the army. I am a good soldier, and Bonaparte rewards good soldiers. So here I am. I want to live to see the king back on the throne of France.’

			Wellington had extricated himself from his conversation and had been listening to the colonel. Now he nodded.

			‘And I am not alone.’

			Keane was now interested. ‘Sir?’

			‘There are others like me who would bring down the tyrant. They tried twice, once in 1800 and once 1804. But both times they failed. Now there are more of us and we must succeed.’

			Keane spoke. ‘You mean to start a plot against Napoleon?’

			‘Yes, but not just a plot, a military coup. This madness must end now.’

			Wellington took over. ‘What Colonel Hulot has told us, Keane, is that there is a movement in the French army which, if provided with enough support and under the right leadership, would be in a position to take power. If not immediately, at least to undermine the army from the inside while we attack it in battle.’ He turned to the man on his left. ‘Major Grant?’

			‘Yes, we’ve known about the existence of a few cells of counter-Bonapartist insurgency in the French army for some time now, but we’ve never had firm enough leads to penetrate them. Colonel Hulot is the vital link we have been waiting for.’

			At last another figure stepped forward. Keane had been expecting this.

			Colonel Cavanagh smiled at Hulot. ‘Yes, this is all the most tremendous news. Well done, Captain Keane. It is precisely as I predicted, is it not, Your Grace? Here we have the evidence that the Prince Regent himself proposed: that the French soldiery have had enough of Bonaparte and are ready to rise against him. All that we need to do now is to go to their aid.’

			Wellington looked at Cavanagh with barely disguised disdain, ‘It may not be so cut and dried, colonel. Such things hang in the balance and we do not yet know the full extent of this anti-Bonapartism. I have no reason at all to doubt Colonel Hulot’s intelligence, nor indeed his own sentiments. But surely we must first ascertain the depth of feeling in the army.’

			‘As you will, Your Grace, but if you want my opinion, and indeed that of my masters in London and the prince himself, we have no time to lose. We should strike at the centre of Napoleon’s command in Spain while the iron is still hot.’

			Grant spoke. ‘So, colonel, what would you propose we do?’

			‘I would get a man in there. Inside the French army. Why, Captain Keane here would be just the man. Once inside he would be able to gauge the sentiment and then advise us on how best to exploit it.’

			Wellington smiled. ‘Yes, Cavanagh, that sounds like an admirable idea. Eh, Keane?’

			Keane stared at Wellington. ‘My lord, with all due respect, isn’t it a little foolhardy? What chance might it have of success?’

			‘Oh, I should think at least fifty per cent, wouldn’t you say so, Grant?’

			‘Yes, sir, about that, I should say.’

			Cavanagh spoke, smiling at Keane. ‘Captain Keane, it sounds almost as if you might be reluctant to take on such a role. Surely not? I have heard that you are fearless. Can you really be afraid?’

			‘Not afraid, colonel, merely sensible to the fact that there are calculated risks and those which might be simply unworkable.’

			‘And you are telling me that my plan, the Prince Regent’s own plan, is not “workable”. Are you quite sure that is what you intended to say, captain?’

			‘Not at all, sir. I approve of your plan. I am merely attempting to be prudent.’

			Wellington spoke. ‘Well then, it’s decided. Captain Keane will infiltrate Marshal Marmont’s staff at our earliest opportunity and will observe the extent of royalist sentiment therein, reporting back to us before we take further action.’

			Grant nodded. ‘That would seem appropriate, Your Grace.’

			Keane stared at him. How on earth could Wellington and Grant, the two men in whom he had placed his trust these past three years, possibly be suggesting such a suicidal course of action based on a hare-brained plan put forward by an officer whom all three of them considered incompetent and merely the fop of the Prince Regent, who himself was merely indulging a whim to play at war? It was beyond comprehension. It was clear though that any protest would only incite Cavanagh again to cries of cowardice. Keane merely nodded and agreed in turn.

			Cavanagh grinned. ‘Splendid. I shall send word to the prince. He will be delighted. Good day, Your Grace, gentlemen.’

			He turned, walked to the door and left the room. As soon as it had closed behind him Wellington shook his head and looked at Grant. ‘Explain, Grant, if you would.’

			Grant walked across to Keane. ‘My dear James, I can see that you’re wondering what the devil’s going on and well you might. Have we, you are thinking, taken leave of our senses? The answer, I’m pleased to say, is no. What we might say to Colonel Cavanagh and what we might think are two entirely different things and we would no more send you into the French army than off to the moon.’

			Keane sighed with relief. ‘Then thank God, sir. I truly thought that you had lost your mind. It is surely the most ridiculous scheme. Certainly we must nurture any royalist spirit there might be, but to send in a British officer, any officer, would be suicide.’

			Grant nodded. ‘Yes, James, it is a ridiculous scheme, but don’t become too complacent. We’ve another task for you.’

			Keane sighed. This came as no great surprise to him. Both Wellington and Grant were old hands in coming up with extraordinary tasks for him, schemes that in effect often rivalled the absurdity of that which they had all three just dismissed.

			‘Really, sir? How very intriguing.’

			Grant laughed. ‘Don’t be funny, James. We know you too well. You’re wondering what new torture we’ve concocted for you. You thought that you had escaped the maddest plan in Christendom and find that you’ve dropped straight into the fire.’
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