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1


The big man stopped and froze for a moment in the doorway, his square shoulders outlined in the half-light that came through the crack between door and frame. The men to his rear watched his every move and held their breath as, slowly, he extended his hand behind his back and then waved it at the ground three times in a signal to them to stop and stay quiet.


As one, they obeyed. There was no noise now. Old hands at secrecy, they had removed their sword belts earlier to avoid the clank and jingle and carried their weapons in their hands. Most of them were armed with a curved cavalry sabre, apart from one, younger than the others, who carried what looked like a shotgun and the leader, the big man, who held in his hand a larger, heavier sword.


The man waited and listened. From beyond the door came the sound of laughter and then someone was shouting. The tension inside the room was tangible. Seven hands gripped tighter on their weapons. Another laugh and then the sound of footsteps. Gradually fading.


The big man turned and shook his head and the men relaxed and smiled as he returned to them.


‘Nothing. Just another lot of looters. They’ll not find what they want in here. They won’t trouble us.’


Captain James Keane sounded as if he knew what he was talking about and his men knew that he did.


For two years now they had followed Keane through this godforsaken country of Portugal and they would have done almost anything he asked of them and followed him anywhere. Keane knew it. Although sometimes he wondered why. And sometimes, too, so did they – at times such as this.


The sergeant, James Ross, a plain-speaking Glasgow man, a born fighter with a quick mind whom Keane had rescued from ignominy as a steward in the officers’ mess, put their thoughts into words: ‘Can I ask, sir, what is it that we’re meant to be doing here?’


‘As you are well aware, sarn’t, we’re here to do what we always do. We’re observing the enemy. Those are our orders.’


‘If you’ll pardon me for saying so, sir, but we’ve not actually observed any of the enemy for the last day.’


There was a laugh from the others. It was true, thought Keane. His sergeant was, if anything, matter of fact. For the last two days they had been stuck in this dark room. Or to be more exact, in a damp tunnel, beneath the Portuguese city of Coimbra.


It was hard to believe that it had been just a week since they had beaten the French in battle, since he and his men and all of Black Bob’s Light Division too had come charging down from the monastery on the ridge at Bussaco and into the French, driving them from the hill. A week since they had routed Massena’s army. But, as he had often found to be the way, the fruits of victory had a bitter taste.


Wellington had been unable to follow up his victory and could only hope that he had slowed Massena down. In fact, he had pulled back from the field of victory. Lack of manpower had exposed him and had the French but followed up, they might have inflicted wholesale slaughter. But both Wellington and Keane knew that Massena would not take that option. He would attempt to get past Bussaco, taking the northern road, and outflank the duke. But there would be no French pursuit. And Keane knew why.


Coimbra. As rich a prize as any soldier could hope for. Riches and women lay open for the taking. And that would be a temptation that Marshal André Massena, Prince of Essling and the most renowned plunderer in Napoleon’s armies, could not resist. And so Wellington had got away, like a thief in the night.


But Coimbra had been left to the French and they still held it for the emperor. And Keane and his men were all that remained of the allied army. Left there to report to the duke that which he already knew.


They had been guided to the tunnel by a civilian. Doctor Thomas Roberts Sobral – half English, as were many of the well-to-do of this part of Portugal – was a kindly man in his advancing later years. He was also one of the staff at the university, a professor of chemistry. There was little Sobral did not know of the history of the institution and its ways. The tunnel had been carved out centuries ago, when the Jesuits still had control of the university. It linked two of the colleges with Jesuit churches and had been used many a time to hide fugitive Jesuit priests, hounded by the Church. Sobral had brought them here through a secret entrance, as the French army was at the gates. He had told Keane that it was the safest place for them and that, from here, they could emerge into the city to observe the enemy. The French would have no clue as to its existence and, in any case, as Keane knew too well, after a few days most of them would be too drunk to care.


Coimbra’s nemesis had come two days ago in a single night of violence, the whole of which Keane and his men had spent in their refuge. Biding their time. Waiting for the right moment. Since then, they had made two sorties into the ruined city, watching as the French came and went through the great gate and listening in to the conversations on the street.


They had managed to ascertain the number of French and the identity of some of the regiments – exactly the information that Keane’s superiors in Wellington’s intelligence service had demanded.


And Ross was right. That day they had not left their lair, had not seen a single Frenchman. They had heard enough of them, though, as the enemy had drunk and stolen and raped its way through the ancient city.


Keane knew Coimbra of old. The city, standing high on a hill above the river Mondego, had been Wellington’s headquarters twice before in the past year and it was here, in the Bishop’s Palace, that he had first been commissioned by the duke as an exploring officer and given the task of raising the men he now commanded. He and his men had made their camp in a quiet olive grove just outside the walls. He wondered if now French tents were pitched in that place. For the Coimbra he had known was gone. On first acquaintance, he had thought it a vile place. A midden compared even to London or Cork. But later he had come to value the pleasant streets flanked with market stalls. But all that, the scent of lavender on the air, the music that caught the ear as you walked past a window and that curious contended atmosphere that had once reminded him of an English shire town, had now vanished. In its place was a scene of desolation. He had learnt to love this place, but now his greatest desire was to be gone from here.


Coimbra was a ghost town. The heart and soul of the nation had been deserted by its 40,000 inhabitants. Or most of them, for Keane knew there would be some diehards here. A few hundred or a few thousand who would not leave, for sentiment or money. And he knew, too, what their fate would be.


An army now teemed through the streets of the ancient city taking what they wanted like a pack of wolves falling on a flock of lambs.


He was sick of the thought. And sick, too, to the stomach. For, after two days, the air was becoming fetid in the tunnel and he wondered how much longer they might have to remain down here. He intended to make a final sortie that evening and, with help from one of his men, Sam Gilpin, a cat burglar by profession, had procured a couple of French uniforms with which to carry it out. Of course, he knew that, should they be caught, they would probably be shot as spies, being out of uniform. But that situation was nothing new to Keane. He gathered his men round him for a briefing.


‘I intend to wait until nightfall. It shouldn’t be long. Two of us will leave, take notes and return. Then we can all get away.’


‘Won’t be soon enough for me,’ said a voice.


‘Sorry, Silver? You said . . . ?’


‘I said, sir, we can only go once we’ve seen enough.’


‘Quite. So I can take it you’re volunteering then?’


Horatio Silver smiled, knowing that his comment had caught out his commanding officer. He sighed. ‘I suppose I am, sir.’


‘I suppose you are too. Good, then – that’s my party.’


The light through the door had all but gone now. Keane stood up.


‘We might as well make a start. Come on, Silver.’


Keane threw one of the French uniforms at him. ‘Yours. Into uniform. And try to think like a Frenchman, if you can. The rest of you, wait here. Sar’nt Ross, take command. If I’m not back within one and a half hours, take the men out, however best you can.’ He gave Ross a slim leather pouch. ‘My notes. Make sure they get to Colonel Grant.’


‘Yes, sir. But I don’t think there will be a need for that.’


‘Nor I, but better to be safe, eh?’


Keane stripped off his uniform coat, a unique design in brown serge, worn by the Corps of Guides of which his unit was a part. It was based on a waist-length light cavalry dolman, but with black frogging. In its place he donned the hated blue-and-white tailed coat of a French infantry captain. He wore a white shirt, but it was grey and ragged after a year’s campaigning and, through its thin cotton, the enemy uniform was itchy against his skin. He could feel, too, the coarse stitching where a patch disguised the bullet hole of the shot that had killed its original owner.


Both men placed the cumbersome, tall, black French infantry shakos on their heads in place of their light cavalry style helmets, but neither bothered to change his trousers and boots. Their grey cavalry overalls and the boots worn beneath them would not look so out of place in a French army in which most of the men now wore small clothes and leggings that were the most expedient and had often been captured or stolen from the dead.


Keane turned to Silver, who had clothed himself in the uniform of a dead French sergeant. ‘Ah, the very image of a valiant caporal chef. Just take your sword, Silver. That’s all we’ll need.’


He was right. They were not going out to kill Frenchmen, unless the opportunity arose, simply to observe them. To look and listen and take notes – that was their purpose – Keane’s purpose, as one of Wellington’s trusted intelligence officers. He and his men were the eyes and ears of the army.


There were nine of them, all told. Two of these, two of the finest, Leech and Archer, he had left behind at their base camp, hidden in the rocky olive groves beyond the city.


Though in the previous few weeks Keane had held command of a company, mainly Portuguese, he’d known it wouldn’t last. And now he wondered if it ever would, whether, prized as he was by the duke in his present capacity, he might ever aspire to take a field command again, whether it might be as a captain or at a higher rank.


He looked at his command. All that was left now were his own men. He counted them off on a silent roll-call: Leech and Archer and those around him now – Ross and Silver; Sam Gilpin, the petty thief with a gift for mimicry; Jesus Heredia, a Portuguese trooper rescued from the gallows for a crime he didn’t commit; Martin, the young man with the shotgun; and finally Garland, a bear of a man, handy with his fists and deadly in a fight.


There had, until recently, been one more of their number: Keane’s old friend, Lieutenant Tom Morris. But Morris was dead and belonged, like so many of the people and things that haunted Keane’s mind, to the past.


The two men moved towards the doorway and Keane listened and waited. Outside in the street he could hear two French voices. One, low and drunken, was shouting something about wine. The other, quieter and more sober, was arguing with him. It went on for what seemed an eternity and then, just as he thought they would descend into fighting, the voices became quieter, more distant. Keane pushed the door open a crack further. Peering through, he saw no one. He whispered to Silver, ‘Now!’ And together the two men emerged from the door, adopting an air of confidence. Just as the door swung shut behind them, several horsemen rounded the corner of the street. Dragoons – ten of them, with a junior officer at their head.


After the tunnel, the air was sublimely fresh and the sudden sunshine, even at this time of day, made Keane squint. He blinked, hoping no one would notice, and, taking the initiative, walked with Silver directly towards the horsemen. As they passed, he threw a cheery ‘Bonsoir!’ at the officer who, having assured himself they were not worth arresting, responded with a nod and a grunt.


Silver spoke, surprised. ‘They’re provosts, sir. Out to take looters. Same as we do. That’s not like the French, sir.’


‘No, Silver, it isn’t. And you’re right. So we know there is some order, here. Someone’s in charge of all this.’


This was not random looting. Keane had seen enough of that in fifteen years of soldiering to tell him that this was being sanctioned and regulated. The French army had been allowed its few days of excess, of doing what it did best, and now it was being reined in. And Keane thought he knew by whom.


Marshal Massena was behind this. He had done the same across Europe, emptying its treasure houses from the Vatican to Venice, and had made something of a name for himself. If Napoleon was the great thief of Europe, then Massena was his housebreaker.


Massena was as unpleasant a rogue as you would ever meet and looked the part with an eye patch. Keane had met him some two months back, in Almeida. He’d tricked him into providing information and, to top it off, had bedded the marshal’s mistress into the bargain. He had an inkling that the man would know of that by now, that he had been duped, and he suspected, too, that he might have guessed he had also been cuckolded.


Keane knew one thing for certain. If he ever met Massena again, he would make sure that he was armed and, if he could help it, not outnumbered.


The street ahead of them was empty for only a few moments before a party of French infantry appeared from a side alley. They were laden with bags and objects. One of them carried a framed painting, a religious scene prized from an altar; another had strapped a gold chalice to his blanket roll. Their leader was an NCO with two red chevrons on his upper left arm signifying fifteen years in the service of the emperor. But there was no need for him to wear his experience on his sleeve. His face, scarred, tanned brown and prematurely aged, betrayed the secrets of a life spent in battle and its aftermath. The sergeant brandished a gold crosier, leading his men with it in a parody of religious devotion.


They were all obviously drunk and Keane wondered what might have happened had they appeared a few minutes earlier when the dragoons were still on hand. For, despite their drunkenness, most looked as if they might be capable of handling themselves in a fight.


The sergeant, seeing Keane and Silver, stopped and approached them, his crosier held out as if it were a sword. But it was not an aggressive move and Keane smiled at him. Again he thought, as the officer, it would look better to take the initiative.


‘Bonjour, sergeant. Who are you?’


‘Sergeant Bigoud, sir. Seventh line. These are my men, some of them. And a few odds and sods we’ve picked up on our way. And you, sir?’


Keane thought fast.


‘Captain Charles Mercier of the 45th, and this is my sergeant.’


Silver grunted. The sergeant looked at Keane.


‘Lost your men, sir? I haven’t seen many officers hereabouts, sir. They’re mostly up the hill, where the British had their houses. Fine things to be had up there . . . sir.’


The word, repeated, took on a disrespectful note that, in the British army, would have earned the man fifty lashes, sergeant or not.


The French, though, were different. Keane laughed and clapped the sergeant on the back.


‘Just as always, eh? Well, I’m happy down here. I’m from the ranks, me. Always will be, too. And, I’ll tell you, this is the stuff of life to me.’ Keane nodded to the sergeant’s long-service stripes. ‘You’ve been in a long time. Were you at Rome?’


The sergeant brightened and raised an eyebrow.


‘Rome? That I was. Now, there was a victory. I went in a pauper, came out a rich man. Bought a farm in Normandy, I did. My brother runs it now. Lost his leg at Austerlitz. Those were the days, right enough. Were you there?’


‘Yes. With Mortier. Still a ranker then, of course. Great days for a young man. And the women!’


The sergeant laughed. ‘You stay down here with us, sir. You never know, maybe one day I’ll get a commission, like you.’


Together now, they walked along the street, Silver following on, trying to mimic drunkenness in the hope that he wouldn’t have to speak. His Portuguese was better than his French, and his Spanish was perfect, his mother having come from there.


There was a church on their left, a tall baroque building with ornate towers and sculptures of the saints. The sergeant pointed. ‘Let’s try in here. I’m keen for some more gold before we get to the women.’


They entered the apse and, in the dim-lit coolness, Keane saw that they were not the first. The pews had been upturned and the tapestries ripped from the walls. A huge painted image of Christ crucified still hung at the far end above the altar and, at its foot, lay a body.


The sergeant shook his head. ‘Shit. Beaten to it.’ He turned to the others. ‘Right, lads, anything worth taking, we take. Get a move on.’ As they went about it with a precision born of habit, the sergeant walked the length of the aisle and Keane could see that the body was that of a priest, lying in a wide pool of his own blood. That of another man, also in vestments, lay off to the left.


‘Saved us the trouble, whoever they were. Pity; can’t abide men of God. Would have been a pleasure. Who believes now, eh? Apart from the bloody peasants we have to deal with.’ He spat on the stones in contempt, leaving a gob of tobacco. ‘They’ve no idea. They’re fools. There is no God, is there? And do you know how I know that?’ He didn’t wait for a reply. ‘I know because I’ve seen hell, and it’s here on earth. What sort of God would let that happen?’ He kicked at the body of the priest. ‘Got no answer for that, have you, Your Holiness?’


He threw another kick at the head of the dead priest and Keane muttered an oath beneath his breath and tried to wrack his brain for the sort of thing that a Catholic might have said to bless the departed.


He was not a particularly pious man, and his family were Protestant Scots-Irish to a man, but he thought that he believed in something greater than the baseness of the world they lived in. In contrast to the sergeant, his own experiences as a soldier had taught him that there must be something else. He too had seen hell, and he knew there must, somewhere, be salvation. Even if we all needed a little help to get there. The sergeant’s disrespect for a man of God cut down in a place of worship grated on his soul.


The sergeant, hearing Keane mutter, looked at him for a moment.


‘Eh?’


‘I said, “And good riddance to him and all of them.” ’


‘Oh, yes. I’ll second that. What have we got here?’


A soldier came up, clutching a pile of silver plate.


‘That’ll do nicely, Faron. And be sure to search the bodies for keys. I want this place stripped.’


It took ten minutes to remove from the church what it had taken five centuries to create. And, by the end of it, the building looked like a toothless cadaver, as cold and silent as the two dead priests.


The sergeant produced a bottle of red wine and offered it to Keane who, although loath to do so, took a swig. Silver, too, accepted the offer and it seemed to seal their place among the sergeant’s comrades.


As they left the church, he laughed. ‘Now what, sir? I’m feeling like a bit of fresh meat, if you know what I mean. All that robbing’s got my gorge up. Let’s see what we can find. How ’bout you, sir?’


Keane nodded. ‘Ill take your advice, sergeant. I’ve not had a woman these past four weeks.’


‘Then you’d better get one quick or you’ll go half blind and yer pecker’ll fall off.’ He laughed and looked at Silver. ‘You, too, cocky. Don’t say much, does he?’


Keane shook his head. ‘Lost part of his tongue in a fight with a peasant. Hurts to talk. He prefers to drink.’


They pressed on through the town and, every so often, the sergeant would stop at a doorway and summon two of his men to take a look inside. They came back shaking their heads. Then, at a large town house on a bend in the road that led to the upper town, they emerged grinning.


‘There’s a woman, sergeant. Classy piece. She’s raving a bit, but she’s got big tits and a nice arse.’


The sergeant laughed. ‘Then she’ll do, boys, won’t she? Good enough for us, and sounds like she ain’t got the pox.’


They entered the doorway and, even after fifteen years a soldier, Keane was shocked.


The house was that of a respectable bourgeois family. Merchants, perhaps, he thought, or something to do with the university. He thought for a moment he recognized it, but hoped he did not. For there on the tiled floor of the marbled entrance hall lay more bodies: a man and a woman in later middle age, well dressed, and, with them, a boy of ten. By the look of them, all had been bayoneted. From upstairs came the sound of hysterical shrieking.


‘For Christ’s sake! What’s all that?’


The soldier spoke: ‘It’s the woman, sarge. Must be that kid’s mother.’ He pointed to the boy.


The sergeant climbed the stairs, taking them two at a time.


‘Someone shut her up, before I do. I like a bit of spirit in a wench, but that’s too much.’


Suddenly, from the landing, the woman appeared. She wore an ornate yellow silk dress, which had been to torn to expose one of her breasts. Her hair hung loose, as if torn from a fastening, and her face was a mask of terror and disbelief. She flew at the sergeant, her hands trying to tear at his face. He pushed her away but she came again, scratching his cheek. He shrieked and pushed her off, and then, with a massive effort, she came again and, managing to hold on to him, bit him on the ear. The sergeant yelled again and, picking her up by her shoulders, hurled her over the iron banister to the floor below, where she landed with a thud, cracking her head open on the marble.


He cursed, grabbed at his bleeding ear. ‘Christ, I’m bleeding. The bloody bitch. I’ll kill her.’


Keane looked down at her and her huge dead eyes stared back at him as the circle of dark blood pooled wider around her head. ‘You already have.’


From the upper floors there was another scream now – high pitched and more terrible than the dead woman’s.


A French soldier emerged, carrying over his shoulder a girl in her teens. Her hands had been tied behind her back and her hair showed the signs of struggle. This, thought Keane, must be the last of the family group, save the father.


‘Look here, sarge! Look what I’ve got! A right lively one. Nearly had my eye out. Christ and Mary! What happened to you?’


The sergeant pointed with bloody finger at the dead woman.


‘That. That’s what happened to me. Look at this one! She’s lovely. Aren’t you, darling?’


The girl screamed louder now as the sergeant grabbed at her head with his bloody hand and jerked it up so that she stared into his eyes.


‘I’ve dealt with your mother, see. And now you’re going to give us what she can’t. Give her to me, François.’


‘What? But she’s mine. I found her.’


‘Give the bitch to me, I said. I’m the sergeant here.’


The man handed the girl to the sergeant. ‘There you are. But it’s not bloody fair. I found her.’


‘Shut up. You’ll have your turn. You all will.’ He looked at Keane. ‘You, too, sir.’


He pushed her up the stairs and Keane looked at the men with him, waiting their turn, joking with each other and half drunkenly boasting about what they would do with her. One of the men, a small corporal with a moustache and heavy stubble, left the queue and ambled to the front. He spoke a few words to the man at the front and produced something from his hand. The man dropped out to be replaced by the corporal, who had clearly bribed the man to get forward. Keane knew there was only one course of action. Leaving his place in the queue, he walked up to the corporal at the front.


‘How much?’


‘What?’


‘I said, “How much?” ’


‘More than you could afford, sir.’


Again the word had no respect to it and Keane knew now that the French army had lost its way. Even here, he was taking notes for useful intelligence. He asked again. ‘How much?’


The soldier looked at him with one eyebrow raised.


‘You really want to know?’


‘I asked you, didn’t I? Name your price.’


‘You’d never afford it.’ The man thought for a moment, then smiled knowingly, anticipating the effect of his outrageous demand. ‘Three hundred livres.’


Kane smiled and shook his head. It was a handsome sum – enough to buy as good a horse as you could want.


‘A hundred.’


‘Two fifty.’


‘One fifty, no more.’


‘Two hundred, no less.’


Keane waited for a moment. ‘One eighty. It’s my final offer.’


The corporal laughed and held out his hand. Whoever he was, clearly this officer was insane.


‘Pay me.’


Keane reached into his pocket and drew out a purse. He delved inside and brought out another packet, which he handed to the Frenchman, having first taken out two large ten-livre coins.


‘It’s all there; count it.’


The man, unable to believe his good fortune, poured the contents of the packet on to the ground and, all pride gone, bent to count it. Then, satisfied, he gathered it all up.


‘It’s a deal. You can have her.’


Just in time, thought Keane.


The corporal laughed.


‘You might have a wait, sir. The sarge likes to take his time with them. He always gets what he wants.’


‘I’ll wait upstairs, I think.’


Keane climbed the staircase under the gaze of the others, conscious that Silver was now quite far away from him, waiting his turn in line. He stood at the entrance to the bedroom. From inside, he could hear muffled screams.


Keane kept a careful watch on the men below and then, when they were momentarily distracted by a comment from one of them, he slipped inside the door. The bedroom was preceded by an antechamber and, as he entered, Keane reached into the top of his left boot and drew from the lining a slim-bladed knife that had been given to him by one of Don Sanchez’s Spanish guerrillas. Slowly, and taking care to tread carefully, he entered the bedroom.


The girl lay spreadeagled on the bed. Her hands had been tied to the bed posts and her legs were wide apart, with her ripped skirt and undergarments pulled up to her waist so that she was naked, save for a small band of clothing around her middle. The sergeant crouched over her, wearing his shirt, but naked, too, from the waist down. He did not hear Keane enter, nor did he see, for a moment, the change of expression in the girl’s terrified eyes from one of terror to one of hope. And by the time he did it was too late. He felt Keane’s blade at his throat and that was the last thing he felt.


Keane cut the man’s throat with a swift, short movement and then quickly pushed his body off the bed as the blood began to spout. He used the same knife to cut the girl’s ropes and then, pulling down her dress to cover her, he draped the dead man’s coat around her shoulders and, with all his strength, picked her up and pushed her from the open window. She screamed as she fell and Keane looked after her. He had not checked, but had hoped her fall would be broken and, sure enough, she had landed on the straw roof of an outbuilding, crashing through to land in the mire beneath. He watched as she got up, and continued to watch just long enough to see her look back with gratitude as she rounded the street corner. Then he turned and rushed to the door.


‘Help! Help! Murder!’


Keane ran out and rattled down the staircase as the men began to climb it. Thankfully, he saw that Silver was among them.


‘She killed him. Cut his throat. He’s dead. The sergeant’s dead. I’ll get her. I saw her go. I’ll get her.’


He pointed past them and raced into the street. Having waited there for a sufficient time, Keane ran back into the house.


‘No sign. She’s gone.’


The corporal was looking at Keane now.


Silver noticed it and whispered to him. ‘Sir, take care. I think he’s guessed.’


Keane pretended to ignore the man’s stare. At length, as the place erupted in panic and the drunken Frenchmen called for help, the corporal approached Keane.


‘Sir, don’t you think you should find help? Find the killer?’


He looked at Keane’s sleeve and, glancing down, Keane saw that it was flecked with fresh blood. He wiped at it. ‘Poor chap. Yes, we must find her. I was shocked. Didn’t expect it.’


The corporal smiled at him. ‘No. I suppose not . . . What’s your unit, sir?’


Keane thought of one of the brass shako plates he had seen at Bussaco. ‘The 105th. I need to find them.’


‘You’re a long way from home, sir. They were sent to garrison duty. At half strength, I heard. Got cut up bad at Bussaco.’


‘Yes, that’s right. Very bad. That’s why I’m here. My whole company were casualties. What’s left of them are here. In the hospital. Poor fellows.’


There was a party of dragoons in the street now, dismounted but carrying carbines, being led to the house by a group of the infantry. Hearing them, the corporal turned and, before he was able to say anything, Silver had clapped him on the back and pressed a knife to his side. ‘One word, mon ami, and you’re a dead man.’


The corporal froze.


Keane spoke quietly. ‘Don’t say a thing. Just come with us.’
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Slowly, the three of them walked away from the house, Keane taking care to shield Silver from the gaze of the advancing dragoons. Silver, holding the knife to the Frenchman with his left hand and with his right arm around his shoulders, began to sway as he walked, shamming drunkenness, and Keane followed behind in a similarly shambling manner. With every step, they expected to hear a challenge from the dragoons, but none came and, as they reached an alley on the left of the street, Keane whispered, ‘Duck down here.’


As they turned, the corporal jerked away from Silver and ran back into the street, waving his arms. He called to the dragoons, ‘Au secours!’


But Silver stuck close to him and no sooner had the words left his lips than the corporal felt Silver’s slim blade slide hard into his side, level with his heart.


Keane cursed and, as the dying corporal slumped to the cobbles, he was already conscious of the shouts of the dragoons; he began to run down the alleyway, followed by Silver.


‘Which way, sir?’


‘To the tunnel? South, I think, back the way we came. We’ll have to chance it.’


They turned left at the end of the street and ran on until Keane saw another lane leading back to the left again.


‘Down here!’


The lane was narrow and dark, lined with filthy houses on either side. Both men gagged at the stench from the excrement which filled the open sewers to the left and right. The body of a Portuguese woman lay in one of them and further on a French soldier was vomiting against a wall.


After a hundred yards, they emerged at the far end of the street where they had started, at the spot where they had first seen the dragoons. Bizarrely, the street was now empty, save for two drunken Frenchmen outside the house where Keane had killed the sergeant, and he could only guess that all their pursuers must have run behind them. Thinking fast, he crossed the road and began to run in the direction of what he supposed must be south, down another small alleyway, followed by Silver.


They emerged in a small plaza filled with French soldiers. The men had dragged out wooden furniture – tables, seats and screens – from the church, which dominated one side of the plaza, and were burning it in the centre. The men stood, laughing, unaware of Keane’s presence, while a group of Portuguese prisoners stood a little distance away, stoney faced. Keane scanned the place. Five streets led off the square. He chose the most likely and they sprinted for it. But, just as they reached the opening, he heard a commotion behind them and, turning, saw a dozen dragoons emerge from the other side of the square, followed by a mob of infantry. The officer pulled up his horse and signalled a halt, then scanned the square for a few seconds before his gaze alighted on Keane and Silver. The two men wasted no time.


Down the alley and cutting sharp left into another, Keane thought they might shake off their pursuers. But, as they paused for a moment to catch their breath, bent double, Keane heard French voices raised behind them and began to run.


He wondered if they should make for the tunnel door through which they had come into the town. It was in plain view and, if they were seen, it would be difficult to lose the dragoons. The secret internal entrance to the tunnel, though, through which they had been admitted, he knew from their guide, was in the cellars beneath the university.


This, he decided, would be a safer entrance, although they would have to alert the men at the other end before doubling back together to escape via the third way, which led directly from the tunnel system to an exit in the hillside below the city.


Silver spoke between breaths.


‘How did they find us, sir? The place is like a warren.’


‘They must have someone damned good with them.’


The dragoons were closing. A shot rang out and a carbine ball shot past Keane’s head, smacking into a wall beyond. He looked for a second towards the noise and saw another dragoon loading and then, beside the dragoon, he saw a man in a different uniform: the blue and gold uniform of a French général de brigade. And the face above it, its sharp features under the fore-and-aft bicorne hat, sent a chill through him. He said the name aloud: ‘Macnab.’


Silver followed his gaze.


‘Christ. It is him, sir. It’s the spy. Colonel Macnab.’


Yes, thought Keane, that’s the colonel. Though he held no rank now in the army he had betrayed. For an instant, Keane was possessed with an overwhelming urge to run across the plaza and attack the man. This man whom he held responsible for so very many wrongs.


Silver sensed it and held him by the arm. ‘No, sir, not now. His time will come. We know he’s alive. And he’s here. We’d best make ourselves scarce.’


They turned and ran and Keane could hear the drumming of the dragoons’ high boots on the cobbled square behind them. It occurred to him that the man he had previously known as O’Connell, or Macnab, might equally well have recognized him, but he thought it unlikely. Nevertheless, he’d have had a good idea that a tall enemy soldier, who might be masquerading as a French officer, in the middle of occupied Coimbra had a fair chance of being James Keane. There were not that many of Wellington’s exploring officers, and fewer still who would be brave, talented or foolish enough to attempt to pull off that sort of stunt under the very noses of the French. Keane was unique. As unique as the Irish spy in Massena’s army who had, over the last few months, turned into his greatest adversary.


First, there had been the bomb in the house in Coimbra, then the messages intercepted, the cat-and-mouse games with parties of French who seemed to know his movements, not to mention those of Wellington’s army. And then there had been the necessity for Morris’s absence, which had led, in turn, to his friend’s falling in love with Kitty Blackwood. And, finally, there had been Morris’s death itself, at Macnab’s hands, at the height of the battle of Bussaco.


All these things led to Macnab. And there was something else. Despite moments of doubt, and there had been and still were a few, Keane had grown over the past year to take pride in his job as an exploring officer, and determined to be the best. The fact that there was now a man in French pay who seemed to be striving to outdo him filled him with fury and doubled his desire to win. Plus, there was the very fact that that man happened to be, as Keane was himself, an Irishman. The time would come, as Silver had told him. And, for Keane, it would not be soon enough. But now they had to run.


Their flight took them through more of the city’s narrow backstreets. Keane cursed the place. Every vennel looked like the next, every thin, piss-poor lane with its collection of rubbish and fetid debris and its washing – days, weeks old – strung out on a line between between its buildings. He stumbled over something – a body, lying in the running sewer that was the gutter – and, managing somehow to regain his balance, ran on. Behind him he could hear the men coming, their breathing getting louder as they went. And there was another noise – one that caused him concern. He had heard it before and he knew it for what it was. It was the sound of pursuit.


He turned left, then right, then, following his instinct, turned left and instantly wished that he hadn’t.


They had blundered into a huge plaza, exposed on all sides to anyone who might be watching. On three sides, the tall marble buildings of the university rose to the sky and, on the fourth, the way lay open to a view of the mountains.


Opposite them, close to the open side of the square, two men sat at a table. As Keane and Silver entered the square, the men looked up. Keane fixed them in his gaze, saw a flash of uniform – gold epaulettes – then detected a movement. Then, as the men rose to their feet, he managed a feeble smile.


He looked around for others and saw no one but a dog and a woman carrying oranges in a wicker basket on her head. Seeing them, she turned and ran.


Keane yelled, ‘Silver, how the hell did we end up here?’


‘No idea, sir, but I reckon we’re ’bout as far from home as we could be.’


Keane looked around and, realizing that they had taken a wrong turning, headed off towards an alleyway. ‘On me. Stay close.’


Once again, they found themselves in the warren of filthy streets. And now Keane sensed that the men he had seen in the square were behind them – along with whoever else had been in pursuit before. The dragoons. Macnab.


They found themselves in another street and, this time, heading fast downhill. Low, wide steps of shiny stone rang out with their footsteps as they clattered down, twisting round in a spiral. These streets were where the students had lived and spent their days. But now the cafés were boarded up, or splayed open by the invader, and the students were long gone.


At last, they emerged from the university quarter and found themselves among the decorated buildings in what had been the Jesuit area – the old colleges that had been proscribed by the Inquisition. Here it was, Keane knew, that their own salvation lay, for it was close to here that they had originally gained access to the tunnel, in those final few moments before the French had first arrived in Coimbra.


Keane turned to Silver. ‘This is it. We’re close now. Close to the tunnel. Remember?’


Silver nodded and then, quite suddenly, stopped and held up his hand, warning his officer to be silent. Keane knew better than to disagree. Both men listened and, above the general row of the place, heard nothing for a moment, and then, sickeningly, the repeated thud of hard leather boots on cobbles.


Keane whispered, ‘Good God. How did they manage that? How the hell did they find us?’


‘Macnab, sir?’


Keane shook his head. ‘Come on. I’ve been in these filthy clothes for too long. Let’s get out of here.’


He stood for a moment, looking at the streets, and then, recognizing one of the corners, pointed it out to Silver.


‘Look, there. That’s the way. Come on, quickly.’


The two men ran down the street and, gaining the shelter of a porticoed entrance to what had once been a Jesuit church, pushed at the huge oak doors. They opened and Keane knew that his instinct had been right.


They moved slowly into the nave and, turning to the left in the dim light, tried to find the door they knew to be there. The place smelt of a stable yard – horse shit and leather – and, looking underfoot, Keane realized why. The French had made it into a barracks for their horses and the place was ankle deep in manure.


Ten paces further on, and just before the grilled entrance to a side chapel, he found what he had been searching for: an oak door, only about five feet in height. The forgotten side entrance of the old college.


Without another word, the two of them entered and found themselves, as they had some days ago, in a vaulted atrium. To their left lay the main entrance doors, long disused, and, high above them, a brass ring hung on a chain from the roof, missing the ornate chandelier which had been there for two centuries. Light filtered through a window above the doors and, through the dust, they began to make out the lighter patches on the stone walls, which marked the sites of vanished paintings – looted, not, for once, by the French, but by the Inquisition when it had proscribed the Jesuits.


Keane led the way to their right and down a narrow corridor, which had once provided access to the college kitchens. But, counting the paces as he went, he stopped before he reached them and stood over a hatch in the floor. He lifted the heavy iron ring at its top and the hatch swung upwards easily and revealed the first of a set of stone steps leading down. Taking care, Keane placed one booted foot on the top step and made his way down, followed by Silver, who pulled down the hatch after them, shutting out the light.


The dark was all enveloping, the only light coming from a few gaps in the wood of the hatch.


Doing their best not to slip on the algae-covered stone, they reached the bottom of the steps, where they emerged in a low-vaulted room, its ancient stone walls dripping with moisture. There was no door and, at first, it appeared to be no more than a cellar or a dungeon, but, having been here before, Keane was not panicked. Moving as swiftly as he could in the darkness towards the end wall, he looked at it but saw nothing. He began feeling his way carefully and trying to remember what the old man had told him – to count the stones, from the top left corner and then downwards and then right again. He recalled the coordinates: ten, three. Ten stones in, he stopped and then moved down – three stones, about level with his waist. Slowly, he moved his hand around the stone and then, to his relief, found the place where there was no mortar. Keane inserted his finger and pushed. There was a faint click, like a lock turning, and he pushed, moving the stone so that half the wall swung open on a massive pivot. The two men slipped through the gap and then, careful to close the false door behind them, went on. It was dark here and smelt of the damp of ages.


There was no noise from behind them. They paused for a moment, regaining their breath. Keane drew out a pistol from his belt and, reaching for a bullet, pushed it into the muzzle before ramming it home. He primed the pan and tucked the pistol back into his belt. It was always best to be ready, even though they felt secure in the knowledge that the dragoons would never find them here. He was just about to say as much to Silver when, from beyond the door, he heard the sound of scraping – or, more distinctly, the sound of trailing scabbards grating on stone. And with it came the noise of raised and anxious voices.


‘Christ, they’ve found the stairs.’


Turning down the tunnel, the two of them ran as fast as the darkness allowed. Keane’s mind was befuddled by the impossible. How, he asked himself, had the dragoons found them so fast? Macnab was with them. He was the only answer. Somehow he had found out about the door.


They came to a junction where three corridors met each other. Keane recalled the right way from before and together they entered. Sure enough, after a hundred yards, they began to see light and hear voices. Keane stopped and listened, and then, recognizing one of them as that of Ross, went on. The men were waiting where he had left them, but turned as one on his approaching, their swords drawn.


Keane motioned to them. ‘It’s me. We must be quick. The dragoons are hard on our heels.’ He turned to Ross. ‘Macnab’s with them. Or O’Connell. Or whatever he calls himself.’


The sergeant swore. ‘That black bastard? Did he know you, sir?’


‘No, I don’t think so. But who can say? God alone knows how he found the trapdoor. Come on.’


They turned to go back and find the way leading to the hillside, which their guide had told them about. With any luck, he thought, the French would not have discovered the secret entrance. But, there again, they had Macnab with them and he seemed to have ways of finding everything.


They had reached the crossroads now and Keane pointed them all towards the left-hand way. But, just as he did so, a flood of light was let in from the left, quickly followed by the familiar thud of cavalry boots on stone.


‘That’s them! Save yourselves! Get out! Ross, you’re in command.’


He pushed Garland and Martin down the tunnel, and then Ross. But it was clear that the sergeant wasn’t going to move.


‘I’m not leaving you, sir.’


‘It’s an order.’


‘Don’t care, sir. I’m not going.’


‘Nor me, sir.’ Silver was beside them.


‘Very touching, both of you, but we can’t all stay and fight here. There isn’t room. Sarn’t Ross, you’re in charge. Now get them all out. See you on the hill.’


Ross turned and ran down the tunnel after the others. But Silver stayed and smiled at Keane.


‘Can’t get rid of me, sir.’
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