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Epigraph


Come, cheer up, my lads, ’tis to glory we steer,


To add something more to this wonderful year;


To honour we call you, as freemen not slaves,


For who are so free as the sons of the waves?


Chorus:


Heart of oak are our ships, jolly tars are our men,


We always are ready; steady, boys, steady!


We’ll fight and we’ll conquer again and again.


We ne’er see our foes but we wish them to stay,


They never see us but they wish us away;


If they run, why we follow, and run them ashore,


For if they won’t fight us, what can we do more?


(Chorus)


They say they’ll invade us these terrible foes,


They frighten our women, our children, our beaus,


But if should their flat bottoms, in darkness set oar,


Still Britons they’ll find to receive them on shore.


(Chorus)


We still make them feel and we still make them flee,


And drub them ashore as we drub them at sea,


Then cheer up me lads with one heart let us sing,


Our soldiers and sailors, our statesmen and king.


‘Heart of Oak’ was written during the Seven Years War and quickly became popular, the wonderful year referring to victories won in 1759. The words were by the actor William Garrick.




1


The crest was close now, and the British officer allowed himself a moment of rest before he pushed on. He gulped a lungful of air and tried to ignore his aching thighs and calves. Lieutenant Williams felt exhausted; his back was a sheet of sweat, especially where his heavy pack pressed against his woollen coat. At least he had been right to wear his old jacket, bought two years before at an auction of a dead man’s property after Vimeiro, and since then scarred by a lot of campaigning. No longer scarlet, it had faded to a deep brick-red colour so dark as to be almost brown, but that did not matter much on a moonlit night like this. His only other regimental coat was safely folded inside his valise, safe from the abuse likely from scrambling over steep sand dunes in the middle of the night.


There was the sound of scrabbling from behind and he did not need to look around to know that the others were catching up.


‘Oh, bugger me,’ sighed a faint voice amid laboured breathing. That was Sergeant Dobson, and it was reassuring that even the veteran was finding the climb heavy going. Although past forty, the sergeant had spent most of his life in the army and never seemed to tire, even on the longest of marches on the very worst of roads.


The breeze was picking up, rippling through the dry grass dotted all over the side of the dune, but if anything making the already close night even more stifling. It was a hot wind from the south-west – an African wind – and Williams had been told that after a storm it sometimes left a film of fine desert sand covering the rooftops and lanes here on the coast of Granada. Tonight it simply whistled along the little valley, stirring up the dust in swirls. Williams had no doubt that it was local Spanish sand that kept driving into his eyes, the tiny grains feeling like vast boulders.


That same sand also kept slipping underfoot as they climbed. Three steps upwards usually meant one or two sliding back down, and after a while they found it easier to progress crab-like, going along the dune as much as they went up it.


‘Leeway,’ muttered Williams to himself, and failed to stifle a laugh as the thought struck him that their progress was much like that of a ship. Repeated explanations, some in the last few days, informed him that the wind drove a sailing ship simultaneously forward and to the side, so that a vessel moved diagonally rather than straight. Williams still did not understand why, but was willing to accept it as one more mystery of God’s Creation.


‘Sir?’ hissed Dobson.


Williams looked back over his shoulder and saw the sergeant staring at him, face pale in the moonlight and the brass plate on the front of his shako gleaming. The veteran was using his musket like a staff to help him climb the slope, and Williams could not help wishing that he had done the same, instead of coming ashore with only his sword and a pistol.


‘Sorry, Dob,’ he said, and grinned. ‘I was away with the fairies for a moment,’ he added, using one of Sergeant Murphy’s favourite expressions. The Irishman was down in the valley with the main party, spared the long climb because he had barely recovered from a leg wound taken in the summer.


‘Ruddy officers.’


The sergeant’s words were almost lost as a fresh gust of wind hissed across the dunes, but he could see Dobson shaking his head. An officer now, Williams had joined the army more than three years ago as a Gentleman Volunteer, too poor to buy a commission and without the connections to be granted one. Dobson had been his front rank man when Williams carried a musket and did the duties of an ordinary soldier, all the time living with the officers of the regiment and hoping to win promotion by performing some foolhardy act of valour and surviving to be rewarded. In spite of their differences – Williams was a shy, religious and somewhat earnest young man with a romantic view of life and honour, whereas the hard-drinking Dobson had been broken back to the ranks several times after going on sprees – the two men had taken to each other.


‘You’re my rear rank man, Pug,’ the veteran had said, his hands on Williams’ shoulders, and using the nickname the volunteer had picked up. ‘If it comes to a fight then we keep each other alive, so I need you to know what you’re at and not shoot me by mistake.’ In the company formation the pair stood one behind the other and if they extended into loose order then they worked as a team.


‘And if you must become a bloody officer,’ he had added, his weather-beaten face serious, but his eyes twinkling with amusement, ‘then you had better be a bloody good one, or you’ll only get all of us bloody killed.’ Williams had found himself returning Dobson’s broad grin, and felt that he had truly joined the ranks of the Grenadier Company.


The veteran had taught him a lot about soldiering, and in more than three years of hard service in Portugal and Spain the two men had only grown closer. Williams had been commissioned after Vimeiro and the veteran had helped him win confidence as an officer. At the same time Dobson appeared a reformed character, no longing drinking and raised to sergeant once again. Such a remarkable change seemed entirely due to his new wife, the prim widow of another sergeant who had died on the grim road to Corunna, not long after Dobson’s wife had been killed in an accident. It was an unlikely match, and yet clearly worked well for them both and for the wider good of the regiment, which thus gained a highly experienced and steady NCO.


Williams saw Dobson speak again, but lost the words in the sighing of the wind.


‘Are we going, then?’ the sergeant repeated more loudly, just as the breeze dropped away so that he seemed almost to be shouting.


Instinctively they dropped to the ground, the sailor behind Dobson a little slower than the two soldiers. Williams felt himself slipping down the slope and so grabbed two handfuls of grass and clung on. They waited, listening, hearing nothing save the gentle whisper of the wind, the still fainter sigh of the surf on the beach, and then, louder than both, the unnatural rattles, bumps and muffled curses as the main party carried their heavy loads up the track at the bottom of the valley.


Williams looked up, but could not see past the crest. He did not sense any danger, did not feel the slightest trace of that discomfort, nearly a physical itch all over his skin, that came so often when an unseen enemy was near. Dobson had long ago taught him to trust his instincts as much as his head, and always to suspect a threat even when one should not be there. ‘Never trust any bugger who tells you it’s safe,’ had been the precise words, but now he sensed that even the veteran was relaxed. Williams wondered whether a fortnight on board ship had taken the sharp edge off their instincts, just as it seemed to have softened their muscles so that climbing this slope left them spent.


It took a concerted effort for Williams to keep reminding himself that they were in Spain, away from the main armies, it was true, but still in a region overrun by the French invaders since the start of the year. All Andalusia was now in the hands of Bonaparte’s men, and his brother Joseph, puppet king of Spain, had been welcomed by cheering crowds when he toured the southern cities some months ago. As 1810 came to a close, there was not much of the country the enemy did not hold, and Massena’s invasion force was also deep inside Portugal, as Lord Wellington retired closer and closer to Lisbon. Williams had seen some of the fortifications built along the heights of Torres Vedras to halt the French. They had looked strong, but so many people were convinced that the war was lost that it took a good deal of stubborn faith to believe that the invaders would be stopped.


This was enemy territory, and although bands of guerrilleros still resisted, most of them were in the hills and mountains further inland where it was easier to evade French patrols than here in the open country near the coast. Andalusia was big, and Napoleon’s soldiers spread thinly as they struggled to control all the many towns and villages. There was no French garrison of any size for more than ten miles, and the few outposts too small for the soldiers to risk leaving their shelter at night when the partisans were most likely to roam. The beach below them was a good place to land, but then so were most of the beaches along this coast. There was simply no reason for enemy soldiers to be at this out-of-the-way spot on this night, and thus there should be no danger. Perhaps that was why Williams kept telling himself that he ought to be worried.


‘Come on, then,’ he said, gripping the clumps of grass and half pulling, half pushing with his feet to clamber up the last few yards of slope. His mind conjured up images of a line of French soldiers waiting just over the crest, bayonets sharp and muskets primed and loaded, having watched with amusement as the damned fool redcoats toiled up the side of the dune. He tapped the butt of the pistol thrust into his sash to check that it was still there, but needed both hands to climb the last four or five feet, which were almost vertical.


Williams eased his head over the top. Eyes gleamed as startled faces watched him, and then the pair of coneys bounded off through the grass. Otherwise the ridge was open and empty, stretching for ten yards or so before gently sloping down again. He pulled himself over and knelt to look around. The grass was thicker up here and the ground more solid underfoot. Ahead it dipped down a little towards the road, the bright moonlight showing that this stretch was paved and well maintained. On the far side the land rose again, and a few miles away he could see it climbing steeply towards the mountains of the Sierra de Ronda, darker shapes in the general blackness beyond. To his left the road wound down through several little valleys as it went further inland, but still followed the general shape of the shore. He could see it as a lighter thread running steadily on over the plains a good mile away. Williams looked to the right and could not see so far because the land rose a little before falling sharply back down towards the sea. Yet it was as they had expected, a neat round knoll on the far side of the road at the top of the valley they had climbed, and perched on its crest was the tower of a little church. It was all just as they had been told.


Dobson scrambled over the edge and knelt beside him. He was still breathing hard, but immediately brought up his musket, brushing sand from its mechanism and checking that the powder had not shaken out from the pan. A grunt of satisfaction showed that all was in order, and there was a loud click as he drew back the hammer to cock it. Prompted, Williams pulled the pistol from his sash.


‘Looks clear,’ he whispered.


‘Aye,’ Dobson replied.


The sailor came up to join them, but when he began to stand the sergeant reached up and gestured for him to crouch. There was no sense in offering too high a silhouette, just in case the land was less empty than it seemed.


‘There’s the old church,’ Williams said, and pointed.


‘God bless the Navy for landing us in the right place,’ muttered Dobson, and winked at the young topman who had accompanied them. The lad unslung his musket. His movements were looser, less formal than those of a soldier or a marine, but he looked as if he knew how to handle the firelock. Thomas Clegg was rated Able Seaman and was seen as trustworthy by his officers, otherwise he would not have been included in this landing party, let alone chosen for this detached duty when there were bound to be plenty of opportunities to run off into the darkness.


‘Cannot see the signal, though,’ Williams added. The sign was to be a lantern shining from one of the windows in the tower, showing that the guides were waiting with the mules needed to carry the muskets, cartridges and other supplies brought by the main party. All were destined for the serranos, the partisans fighting in the mountains, but to reach these elusive bands of patriots the British needed to be shown the way. Waiting with the guides was supposed to be a Major Sinclair, the man who had requested this aid.


Williams did not know much about the major, except that he had been on his own helping the guerrilleros for a long time. There were quite a few officers like that around, especially here in the south, some sent from Gibraltar, others from Cadiz, and still more from Sicily or any of the other Mediterranean Islands in Britain’s hands. Many had a reputation for being unorthodox, and the little Williams had learned did not inspire a great deal of confidence in Sinclair. His friend Billy Pringle had gloomily told him that the major was not from a line regiment, but held rank in some ‘tag, rag and bobtail corps’ recruited from German, Italian and even French deserters from Napoleon’s legions.


Captain Pringle commanded the Grenadier Company of the 106th Foot, in which Williams, Dobson and Murphy all served, and he was also at least nominally in charge of this mission to aid the serranos. In truth Pringle would be guided by Hanley, another friend and yet another grenadier. No, that was no longer true, thought Williams, for just a few weeks ago Lieutenant Hanley was gazetted as captain, and so would be transferred to command one of the other companies. His elevation left Williams as the only lieutenant in their little group of friends, but seemed to mean little to Hanley, whose three years as a soldier had scarcely altered his lack of interest in rank or the other formalities of military discipline.


‘They’re nearly at the top, sir,’ whispered Dobson, his burring West Country accent still strong after a lifetime with the army.


Williams looked back and saw that the main party was coming to the head of the valley. The shapes of the sailors carrying their heavy burdens were vague, but the marines marching in front of them were clearer, their white cross-belts marking them out. He could not see either Pringle or Hanley distinctly, but guessed that they would be a little way in advance, looking for signs of their guides.


The wind freshened again and his nostrils filled with that salt smell, subtly different and yet still so clearly akin to the one he had known while growing up beside the Bristol Channel that it took him back to his childhood. That was surely another reason why he felt so safe when he should really be wary and alert. As he looked out to sea, the not quite full moon was bright in the sky, with a long reflection on the water outlining His Majesty’s Ship Sparrowhawk and its two masts so perfectly that it looked like a painting. It was a peaceful, even beautiful, scene, and he was tempted to sit and simply stare out from the hilltop because it was so lovely.


‘Look, sir, the light.’ Dobson sounded relieved, and Williams had to admit that everything was going smoothly. Soon they would go down to join the main party, and then he and the other soldiers would take the supplies inland to the serranos while the sailors and marines rowed back to their ship. The redcoats were to spend a week with the Spanish, before going to another beach to be picked up by the Navy. It all seemed very simple.


Yet Williams did not trust it. Hanley was a splendid fellow in many ways, witty, educated and travelled – all things Williams admired because his own education had been severely limited by his family’s straitened circumstances. His friend was very clever, and his sharp mind and fluency in Spanish more often than not took him away from the regiment and sent him off to gather information about the enemy. Much of the time Hanley was deep in French-held territory and he did not always wear uniform. Williams hesitated to employ so unbecoming and dishonourable a word as spy, but knew that that was the truth of it.


Hanley revelled in outwitting the enemy and often showed a ruthless streak in his willingness to gamble with the lives of others as if the higher the stakes the more satisfying the game. Williams sometimes doubted his friend’s judgement, and had even less faith in the men who gave Hanley his orders, sure that they would have no qualms about sending them all to their deaths for the sake of some grand deception. They were clearly behind all this, plucking them all away when they were travelling back to join the battalion and sending them off to make contact with the guerrilleros. Before that they had all formed part of a training mission attached to the Spanish armies further north, and that posting had seen them stranded inside the besieged town of Ciudad Rodrigo as a token gesture made by the British to their allies. They had helped Hanley hunt an enemy spy and then been hunted in turn by a determined and ruthless French officer. Only through sheer luck had they managed to escape, and now they were once again dispatched into enemy-held country.


Williams suspected that there was far more behind their current orders than first met the eye. Sparrowhawk’s captain was one of Billy Pringle’s older brothers, and what should have been a happy coincidence only made him more suspicious that this was no chance, but an element of some subtle scheme which he could not yet discern. Williams hoped and prayed that understanding would not come at too high a price, and felt himself being drawn ever further into the murky world in which Hanley took such evident delight. Still, at the moment it all seemed to be progressing most satisfactorily.


‘Something moving, sir! Mile away to larboard!’ Clegg had not quite shouted, but his report was given with a power no doubt intended to carry over the noise of weather and a working ship.


Williams saw that the young sailor was pointing to the left, down along the coast road. He stared, but could see nothing, and so pulled his cocked hat down more tightly and held it there in the hope of shading his eyes from the moon.


‘Can you see what it is?’ he asked.


‘No, sir. Just a shade at this distance.’


There was something, but Williams was staring so hard that he blinked and lost it. He scanned the thread-like line of the road and saw nothing.


‘See anything, Dob?’


‘No, but my eyes aren’t what they used to be.’


‘It’s there, sir,’ Clegg repeated in a tone of mild offence. ‘On the road.’ The lad gestured again.


‘If you would be kind enough to get my glass, Sergeant.’ Williams carried his long telescope strapped to the side of his backpack and it was easier for Dobson to slide it out than for him to reach it. Then it did not matter because he saw it. The moonlight glinted on something metal and then there was an obvious dark patch moving along the road. It was coming towards them.


‘You have fine eyesight, Clegg, fine eyesight indeed.’


Now that he had spotted the movement, Williams found it easy to trace, and so waited before using his glass in the hope of seeing more detail.


‘Horsemen, sir?’ suggested the sailor.


‘I believe so. From the speed if nothing else, and coming this way.’


‘Ours or theirs?’ asked Dobson, although his tone contained little doubt that they were enemy. ‘Though I can’t say I can see them yet.’


‘Must be French,’ Williams said. ‘And there is no reason for them to stop, so if they keep coming they will be here in fifteen or twenty minutes and if we can see them at this distance they must be in some strength.


‘Well then,’ he continued, trying to think clearly as the ideas took shape in his mind. ‘Dob, I need you to go back to Mr Pringle and tell him I need the marines up here. Suggest that he hastens loading the mules as much as possible and then pushes on with them. Ask Mr Cassidy to take the Sparrowhawks back down to the beach and to wait for the marines there.’ Cassidy was acting lieutenant on the brig and in charge of the landing party. ‘Got all that?’


‘Yes, sir,’ Dobson replied formally, and stood up. ‘You should go, though, and I’ll stay.’


Williams smiled. ‘They will obey you. If I go we will only have a discussion.’ He was junior to all the others, but was more worried because he did not know what sort of man Sinclair was.


‘Aye, you may be right, Pug.’


‘When you come back,’ Williams continued, ‘split the marines into two parties. Leave Corporal Milne with one lot here and take the other half up to that rise.’ Williams showed where he meant. ‘Clegg and I will take a look further down.’ He patted the sailor on the shoulder. ‘I need those eyes of yours.


‘We’ll try to remain out of sight, but we will distract them if they are coming on too fast. You wait, and give them a volley when they get close. They’ll only be expecting irregulars so will probably charge straight at you, so after that one shot take the men down the side of the dunes to the boats. If I don’t see you I will be back here with Milne and we will give them another surprise before we bolt down to join you.’ A thought struck him. ‘You had better give Mr Pringle our apologies and say that we are unlikely to be joining them and so they must proceed without us, so tell them not to wait around, but press on. We can maybe give them half an hour’s lead and that will have to be enough.’


Dobson nodded.


‘Good luck, Dob,’ Williams added, and watched the sergeant jog down on to the road and head towards the chapel. ‘Come on, young Clegg, let us go and make some mischief.’


Williams ran along the top of the ridge as fast as the tussocks of grass allowed. He had his pistol in his right hand and the heavy telescope in the other. The straps on his pack had worked loose again, so it banged against his back as he ran, but although the night was no cooler and the wind stronger than ever the officer no longer noticed it. Tiredness had gone along with the uncertainty and that strange sense of peace, for now he knew what he had to do. That did not mean that it would be easy to do it.


He stopped on the rise where Dobson was to bring his men, lay down and propped his glass between two rocks.


‘There they are, sir,’ Clegg said, spotting them several moments before the officer.


Williams pressed his eye to the lens and tried to move the telescope as gently as possible while he hunted for the enemy. It was a shame he did not have one of the night glasses he had seen on board the brig, but the moon was still strong and he soon found them. They were certainly cavalry, and were moving quicker than he had judged, so that when he pulled away from the glass to gauge the distance he guessed that they were now barely half a mile away. The French – they must be French for they were moving in better order than any partisans – were coming on at a steady trot, which suggested a clear purpose, whether or not it had anything to do with them. It was hard to know whether the enemy would be able to see the Sparrowhawk off-shore, but they certainly would by the time the road climbed up on to this ridge. Numbers were hard to determine in the darkness, but he doubted it was less than a company and probably a full squadron of more than a hundred riders.


‘Come on.’ Williams set off down the slope as the ground dipped into another little valley and then rose sharply to a round hillock, the highest point on the dunes. From the top Williams could see the road curving around its foot and then running in the gentlest of meanders down towards the coast. There was nowhere more promising down there, and so this was where they would wait, trusting to the steep sides of the hill to delay any mounted pursuit.


The officer pointed back towards the rise they had come from. ‘Keep an eye out, Clegg, and tell me when Sergeant Dobson and the marines arrive.’


They waited, and it was hard to know how much time was passing. Williams promised himself once again that as soon as he had the money he would purchase a good watch, although even that would do nothing to hurry the sergeant along and perhaps it would only make him nervous to see the hands moving. He shook off his pack and strapped the telescope in place before slipping it back on. It was awkward, but they were going to have to move in a hurry and he did not want to risk losing it. Then he checked his pistol, flicking open the pan and feeling the priming. There was very little left and he was afraid some of the grains he touched would be sand instead of powder.


‘May I trouble you for the loan of a cartridge,’ he said.


Clegg looked surprised. ‘Aye, aye, sir,’ he responded through habit, and fished into his pouch to hand one over.


Williams bit off the end, spitting out the ball, which would be too large for the barrel even if his pistol was unloaded, and sprinkled some of the loose powder into the pan before closing it. Following his example, the sailor made sure of his firelock.


There was no sign of Dobson, and the French were getting closer. Now and again the wind carried the sounds of hoofbeats on the road and the bump and rattle of men and equipment. They waited, and still the rise behind and a little below them was empty. The cavalry came on, individual horsemen distinct now from the darker mass. The next strong gust carried with it a hint of old leather and horse sweat.


The French were close, the advance piquet of four riders no more than three hundred yards away, turning the bend which led towards the hillock. Williams glanced back. The rise remained bare and he wondered whether his message had been ignored or overruled. It was too late now, and so he must try to gain any time he could.


‘Clegg,’ he whispered. ‘We will take a shot at the French in the hope of confusing them and slowing them down. I want you to wait until I fire before you pull the trigger. After that, we both run like rabbits. Keep to the slopes of the dunes.’ Williams hoped that the sand would be too soft for the horses to follow. ‘You understand?’


The sailor nodded. He was pale, but that could easily have been just the moonlight, and he looked to be a steady fellow.


Williams pulled the hammer of his pistol back to cock it and Clegg did the same. The French were close now, and he was surprised that they kept at a trot and simply rode along, apparently unconcerned that the road went between hills and offered so many good places for an ambush. Perhaps they did not expect any trouble from the serranos so close to the sea, and then Williams wondered whether the cavalry simply preferred to rush through ground where it was difficult for them to fight. If that was so, then he might be doing precisely the wrong thing and would only force them to hurry even faster towards his friends. Doubting his judgement and not knowing whether or not the marines were coming to support him, Williams considered whether it was better simply to slip away and hope that the main party had got clear.


The piquet kept coming, little more than a hundred yards away and the main body a musket shot beyond that. If they kept at this pace then they would still probably catch the others, and so he had to try the only thing that might stop them. Williams decided and closed his eyes.


‘Now!’ he said, and pulled the trigger. It was an absurd range for a pistol at any time, let alone in the dark, but he still saw the burst of flame as a yellow blur through his eyelids and then Clegg’s musket went off with a deeper boom and an even bigger flare. ‘Run!’ he shouted, without bothering to see whether either shot had struck home. There were shouts from the road, and the crack of carbines as the piquet replied.


The two men sprang up and fled, running as best they could through the thick clumps of grass and then skidding, almost falling, down the soft sand of the slope. There were more shouts and the sound of hoofs pounding on the paving stones. Another carbine fired and Williams heard the ball snap through the air only a foot or so over his head.


‘Come on,’ he called, swerving to run along the side of the ridge. The barefoot Clegg took no urging and sped ahead of him, his shoeless feet gripping better than the smooth leather soles of the officer’s boots. Williams felt himself slipping, and his left side dropped down on to the ground. He was sliding, rolling on to his back, until one foot hit a rock and, dropping his pistol, he managed to take hold of some grass. Looking back he saw several French horsemen on the road at the top of the little ravine. The night was shattered by another sharp crack as a carbine flared, and a ball twitched the grass he was holding. Williams instinctively let go and started sliding again, free of the rock until one boot caught in a loop of grass and held him. He struggled free and managed to get to his knees.


One of the cavalrymen was walking his horse into the mouth of the little ravine. The others were behind, loading their carbines. Beyond them a clatter of hoofs announced the arrival of the head of the column. Someone was shouting orders in a clear voice.


Williams pushed himself up and managed to stand, right leg half bent to balance on the slope. The horseman was coming closer, calming his horse when one of its feet slipped for a moment. He was a hussar with his round-topped shako at a jaunty angle, and his fur-lined pelisse draped over his left shoulder. The man had clipped his carbine back on his belt and now drew his curved sabre, the blade glinting in the moonlight.


‘Hey, coquin,’ he said, urging his horse on. The animal slipped a little, dropping one shoulder, but again the hussar calmed it and came on.


Williams drew his sword and took guard, nearly losing his own balance before he recovered. The Frenchman stopped for a moment and smiled. Then he raised his sabre in salute, kissing the blade and at the same moment kicking his mare into a trot.


A volley of musketry split the night air as the hilltop above them erupted in flame and noise. There were cries and the scream of a horse from the road, and either this or the shots made the mare flick up its head. It stumbled, sand slipping away from under its hoofs, and then animal and rider were both falling, rolling down the slope.


Williams turned and ran, trying to bound on before his boots really sank down and started to slide. It did not quite work and he zigzagged along the side of the ridge, but at least Dobson had arrived in time to confuse the enemy. He saw Clegg waiting for him.


‘Back to the boats, lad!’ he shouted. ‘Tell them we are coming!’


A second volley came, a little more ragged than the first, and Williams could not understand how the marines could possibly have reloaded so quickly. He ran on and now men were spilling down from the hilltop, marines in white cross-belts and with the tall brimmed hats worn by these maritime soldiers.


‘Well done, Dob!’ Williams yelled, and then used all his strength to go faster and get past the deluge of redcoats before they swept him away. He did not see his sergeant and had no time to look for him, but could trust him to get the men back down to the boats.


‘Halt!’ came the challenge as he struggled back up to the top of the ridge.


‘Sparrowhawk!’ he called, cursing himself for not thinking of a password, but hoping that the name of the ship would prove that he was not French.


‘Here, sir!’ A man in a marine’s uniform beckoned to him, and when he got closer Williams saw the two white chevrons on his right sleeve.


‘Ah, Corporal Milne.’


The corporal saluted. ‘Good to see you, sir.’ If anything Williams had the impression that the Royal Marines were more formal than soldiers from a line regiment. Milne’s six men were kneeling or lying flat, muskets aimed at the road below them. Each had another firelock beside him.


‘Mr Pringle’s idea, sir,’ Milne explained. ‘They didn’t have enough mules to carry all the guns.’


Good old Billy, Williams thought, and now understood the second volley from Dobson’s men.


‘Any minute now,’ he said, watching the road. If the French dismounted and skirmished along the slope then he would be in trouble, and he was glad that these were hussars rather than dragoons, who carried longer muskets and were trained to fight on foot.


Loud and rapid hoofbeats echoed up the roadway as a score of cavalrymen charged in a dense knot along the road, led by an officer on a pale horse a good two or three hands taller than those of his men. Williams smiled. You could always rely on hussars – especially French hussars – to be bold.


‘Wait for the order,’ he said, trying to keep his tone matter of fact. Milne said nothing, but dropped down on one knee and brought his own musket up to his shoulder.


The hussars pounded along the road, fifty, now thirty yards away.


‘Aim low, lads.’ The corporal’s voice was steady. ‘We’re not at sea now.’


The French were close, and Williams blinked for a moment and licked his lips, for they felt as dry as sandpaper.


‘Fire!’ he yelled, and the seven muskets banged, smoke instantly blotting the French from sight. Williams ran to the side so that he could see what was happening. Two horses were down, their riders tumbled, and another hussar was clutching at his stomach. The officer was unscathed and pointing towards the marines.


‘Change muskets!’ Milne gave the order that Williams had forgotten, but the men were already lifting their second firelock.


The hussar officer spurred his horse off the road, and here the slope was gentle and the ground firm. Half a dozen cavalrymen followed him, while the others were still disentangling themselves from the chaos on the road.


‘Fire!’ Williams shouted, and the muskets flamed again. ‘Down the hill!’ he screamed at the marines, for the French were so close that any survivors would be on them in seconds. ‘Run! Run!’ Milne was bellowing at them, pushing at any who were slow. A musket in each hand, the marines set off down the valley side, the corporal following. Williams saw the French officer still coming through the smoke, but the chest of the pale horse was dark so he guessed that it was wounded. Not quite sure why, he raised his own sword to salute the hussar, then flicked the blade down and slid it back into his scabbard. Other hussars were coming on, and one was levelling a stubby pistol. Williams turned and ran. He heard a bang and almost immediately there was a hot stinging along his right thigh.


It was easier to go down than up, and Williams slipped and fell as much as he ran down the slope. More shots came from the top of the ridge, but none came close. His thigh felt wet, but his leg still worked and he hoped it was just a nasty scratch. If the French were shooting then that was good, because carbines were notoriously inaccurate and at night the danger from them was small. What he feared more was the French charging down along the main track to the bottom of the valley, for they might easily reach the beach before his men.


He passed a musket dropped by one of the marines, but could not blame the man because it must be difficult to carry two of the heavy weapons down the side of a dune. He scooped it up and went on. The slope was gentler now and Williams saw a line of half a dozen men formed on the beach itself. Behind them was the cutter and gig, and men were busying themselves to get them ready.


‘Sparrowhawk!’ he called out.


Cassidy was chivvying the men aboard, the cutter much less full than when it had come ashore.


‘Hurry up, lads,’ he called. ‘Mr Williams, if you please.’


Williams hurried, merely nodding back when Dobson grinned at him from the darkness. Sailors pushed at the heavy boats, helped by the rising tide, and then climbed aboard as they came free. In the prow of the gig, Williams sat beside Dobson and let himself relax. The sergeant looked quickly at his thigh and then grinned.


‘Could have been an inch or two higher and a lot worse, sir,’ he suggested.


‘Thank you for that kind sentiment.’


‘It’s nothing, Pug. How did you get it?’


Williams shrugged and as usual found it hard not to confess everything to the sergeant. ‘I lingered to salute a brave enemy,’ he said, trying and failing to make it sound sensible.


‘Ruddy officers.’ Dobson shook his head.


The steady rhythm of the oars had already taken them some way out in spite of the tide. Williams smelled the salt air and felt at ease, but also guilty because he was leaving his friends as they went further into danger. Pringle and the others had been given a good head start and should get away. Yet the arrival of the hussars was one more coincidence and he liked the whole business less and less the more that he thought about it. Williams worried that he would never see his friends again.
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‘Fortune shines brightly upon us,’ Major Sinclair declared as they came out of the shelter of a knot of pines and into the sunlight. The mist had burned away and Billy Pringle was glad of the warmth. They were high up now, having ridden throughout the night, most of the time climbing, and morning had come with a damp and chilly fog. No doubt it would soon be oppressively hot, but for the moment it was pleasant to feel the sun on his face. Pringle ordered ten minutes of rest before they continued the ascent into the mountains. Their mules did not have saddles and he suspected that Hanley and Murphy were as sore as he was. Billy took off his hat and looked up into the sky, breathing in the rich scent of resin from the trees. It was nice to enjoy a few moments of peace.


‘No doubt many of my countrymen would say that it was all the luck of the Irish,’ Sinclair continued. ‘Is that not right, Sergeant Murphy?’


‘Yes, sir,’ the sergeant said dutifully, and then waited for a moment before smiling. ‘All of us, just born lucky. Hush! Calm yourself, you donkey,’ he added, turning to soothe one of their mules as it brayed and tried to shake off its heavy load. His own beast lashed out with its hind legs at the one behind, nearly unseating the Irishman. ‘The problem with a mule,’ he said once he regained his balance, ‘is that the beast will serve you well for ten years just so that it can get the chance to bite you.’


Pringle was weary after a hard night, and suspected that Murphy was not only tired, but troubled by his barely healed wound. The left side of his own face was sore from the rubbing of his glasses. Pringle’s good pair had been broken during that desperate fight at the River Côa a month ago – not by the French, but by the clumsy boot of Lieutenant Williams – and he had failed to find a replacement during their brief stay in Lisbon. These were his old ones, the lenses still good, but the arms bent badly from heavy use and always pressing too hard on his skin.


‘Hush now, me darhling.’ Murphy had thickened his accent and started to play the part of a stage Irishman. For those who knew him, this was a clear indication of his contempt for the strange officer. The sergeant soothed the mule, stroking its muzzle, and then began to whisper into one of its long ears. ‘Calm now, me dear, there’s no sense in going on so much and saying so little.’


Sinclair gave no sign of spotting the barb in that comment. ‘That is us to be sure, blessed with luck and the goodwill of all God’s creatures, especially the stubborn, contrary ones which so mirror our own characters.’ The major had barely stopped talking throughout the long night’s march into the Sierra, untroubled by the lack of response from his companions. It was clear that he enjoyed talking and, after so long a time with the partisans, most especially speaking in English. Nor was he short of opinions, and it was just as well that the three Spaniards with them did not understand the language, for the major had offered plenty of disdainful opinions of Catholics. Sinclair was Presbyterian – ‘No damned candles, confessions or popery for me,’ he had informed them early on, as if in answer to a question no one had asked, ‘just poor old Eustace Sinclair doing the best he can for God, King and Country.’


Pringle had often wondered why so many Irishmen felt obliged on the slightest acquaintance to inform strangers of their faith and allegiance. It was not universal, there were several Irish officers in the 106th, and plenty in the army as a whole, many of whom lacked this belligerent urge to declare themselves. Nearly all were Anglos, some more English than the English, but he had met men like Sinclair before, although at least the major was not so crass as to proclaim that he was a gentleman. Yet there was still an inherent challenge in his words, aimed partly at the world in general, though most, it seemed, at his fellow countrymen.


The scars of the past ran deep, and the great rebellion of ’98 was not really so long ago. Pringle had been fourteen then, and could remember that nearly every day a fresh story of massacre was being reported in Liverpool. His father and brothers away, only he and his uncle had been there to comfort his mother as she worried about the Irish population of the town running amok and slaughtering women and children. Twelve years on, that all seemed a distant memory, even if, he would guess, the wounds remained fresh for those caught up in it all.


Pringle had never been to Ireland, although he guessed at some stage there was a fair chance that the regiment would be sent there, and he would be the first to admit that he knew little, and thought less, of its troubles. Things seemed peaceful now, and ’98 had had as much to do with the contagion of revolutionary plots as religion, so that it seemed unlikely to be repeated. The dream of joining Napoleon’s empire was far less intoxicating than the cry of liberty, equality and fraternity. Men like Murphy were common in the army, and provided many of its best soldiers. Plenty of the officers were also good, the rest no better or worse than anyone else, and Pringle was convinced that more than a few were discreetly Catholic. Every year Parliament passed an Indemnifying Act, so that the law requiring proof of allegiance to monarch and the Church of England was quietly ignored. There were plenty of nonconformists like Williams who were equally glad of this provision. Pringle rather liked belonging to a country whose government routinely chose to deceive itself.


‘One might incline to the view that genuine good luck would have caused us not to bump into the French patrol in the first place.’ Hanley’s voice snapped Pringle from his thoughts. His friend was never at his best in the early mornings and now sounded distinctly ill-humoured. In fact it had surprised Billy that Sinclair’s near-continuous monologue had not prompted him to argue. Hanley had a near-insatiable appetite for disputation, eloquently arguing for the joy of it even when he did not believe a word he was saying.


‘I beg your pardon, Hanley.’ Sinclair stood no more than five foot five inches tall, dwarfed by the other redcoats, none of them much less than six foot, for the grenadiers were chosen from the biggest men in the battalion. Yet the major cut a neat, athletic figure and possessed the confidence of a giant. His eyes were the palest Pringle had ever seen, so faintly grey as to be almost transparent. His face was impishly handsome and constantly amused, which was the all the more surprising given the militancy of so many of his statements. ‘I do not quite follow, my dear fellow.’


‘I merely wondered whether we might boast a better claim to luck had we landed and not met French cavalry?’


‘Ah, a philosopher, I see. Then I am all the more glad to make your acquaintance, Captain Hanley, and look forward to exploring many deep questions with you.’ Sinclair’s smile was so broad that he was almost beaming. ‘But for the moment I will simply say that I believe you have mistaken the nature of Irish luck. We need constant difficulties and scrapes otherwise we would never know how lucky we are to come through them! An Irishman free of problems would be a very dull Irishman indeed. Isn’t that so, Sergeant?’


Murphy laughed this time, a genuine roar of laughter. ‘Your Honour’s talking sense,’ he said. ‘And with that sort of wisdom, you can see why we need all the luck we can get.’


Sinclair bowed to honour the sentiment, and even Hanley was smiling.


‘Well, at least we got away,’ Pringle said. ‘And now that we are a little rested, we should get away again and keep moving. With your leave, of course, Major?’


‘Certainly, my dear fellow, certainly.’ Sinclair had insisted that he was there to assist and not to take command. ‘Just here to pave the way, old boy, and I shall be off into the shadows again once I have seen you to our destination.’ He spoke in the rapid Spanish of the south to the two muleteers he had brought with him, telling them to check the loads before they went on. Hanley said something more quietly to the guide, who kept himself apart from the other Spaniards as well as the British. Sinclair had somehow arranged for the man to meet them, but confessed that he knew neither him nor the band he came from. ‘We need to meet them,’ he had said, ‘and learn how best we can aid each other against the common foe. But the reputation of Don Antonio Velasco and his band is truly splendid. I suspect that I have heard more songs sung of him that any of the other chiefs.’


The guide was small, blind in one eye, and said no more than was absolutely essential, but had led them along tracks which they would never have found in broad daylight, let alone at night. What little he said, he said to Hanley, and this did not include his own name, or that of the leader.


‘Ya veremos,’ he said, and nothing more. ‘We shall see.’


So they went on, the major chattering away, the bell on the collar of the lead mule ringing as it toiled up the steep paths, the other five pack mules following and now and then baying in protest or whatever it was that prompted mules to give voice. The riding mules were as awkward and contrary as most of their kind. Hanley fell more than once, and Pringle only stayed on by copying Murphy and keeping one hand entwined in his beast’s mane.


‘Sadly the spirit of patriotism seems undeveloped in the mules of Iberia,’ Sinclair said as he watched Hanley climbing back on to his mount after another fall. ‘A sorry state of affairs, and one that surely reminds us how brightly that spirit burns in the human inhabitants of these lands. They hate with a passion. And at least the mules have given no welcome to the invaders. According to the best reports they are as inimical to the French as they are to the rest of humanity!’


Pringle smiled at that. The other men said little, the guide nothing at all unless prompted, and then just, ‘You will see.’ He indicated the route solely by gestures.


‘You ride well, Sergeant,’ Sinclair said a mile or so on. ‘You remind me a lot of a man named Murphy who used to deliver the coal in Ballymena. The resemblance is striking.’


‘Probably my uncle. He was just like me except that he was small, fat and with red hair.’


‘That sounds like the same man,’ the major said happily. ‘I am sure of it. And how is your good uncle?’


‘Well, as far as we know. Apart from being dead.’


They went on for hours, and saw no one, but since they were led through pine forests, little valleys and dells, that was not so surprising. These were paths taken by those who did not wish to be seen. That was good, and showed that the man knew his business, but as they went on Pringle’s worries only grew. From the start he had not cared for his orders. It was good to be busy, for he knew his own nature well enough to know that he needed to be kept busy. When he was not then he all too easily slipped back into old habits of drinking far more than was prudent. It was a fault that had seen him fight a duel last year from a mixture of wine-driven anger and frustration at the drabness of day-to-day life. Pringle liked the army, but liked even more the clear purpose of campaigning. Sometimes he feared that meant that he actually enjoyed war, but if so then there was probably little he could do to change, and if he kept busy there was scant time for such melancholy thoughts. War brought him friendships closer than any he had ever known and the all-encompassing, though essentially simple, problems of overcoming the enemy and remaining alive.


Pringle wanted to be back with the battalion, now that the 106th were returning to the war, although no one seemed quite sure whether they were heading for Cadiz or Gibraltar. Either way it would be good to be back in the family of the regiment, surrounded by men he knew, and with most of the great decisions made for him. Plenty of people said the war was lost, with Marshal Massena’s great army poised to eject Lord Wellington from his toehold in Portugal. Pringle was not so sure, but, even if the war was lost, he reckoned it still had enough life in it to offer amusement for some time to come. He would prefer to make the most of it back with the regiment rather than stuck out here in the middle of nowhere with only the vaguest sense that he might be doing anything useful.


‘How much further?’ Hanley asked the guide.


The man shrugged. ‘Ya veremos.’


Hanley was behind it all, of course. While the party of the 106th returning from detached duty had been waiting for a ship at Lisbon, Lieutenant Hanley was summoned. He returned to them a captain, and with the news that he had new orders, sending him off to the guerrilleros here in the south. Pringle, Williams and the two sergeants were to go with him for protection, to help manage the supplies he was to take, and so that they could help judge the military prowess of the bands they encountered. Billy was unsure whether Hanley had volunteered their services, or whether the man giving the orders had chosen them. Mr Ezekial Baynes was a civilian, a trader in wines and spirits, and one of the most important masters of spies working for the British in the whole Iberian peninsula. He was a portly, red-faced, bluff and jovial old fellow with a razor-sharp and ruthless mind. Even Hanley was sometimes shocked by the merchant’s willingness to play games with the lives of men, and admitted to trusting no more than Baynes’ commitment to the cause and his shrewd intelligence.


Billy wondered whether he was fretting unnecessarily. Plenty of officers were sent out to meet with the partisans. Sinclair was one, but there were dozens of others in Granada and the neighbouring provinces – indeed, so many, and often sent by different commanders without consulting each other, that there was real danger that this would only foster the lack of coordination between the different bands. Hanley said that part of the aim of their mission was to see how best to unite the various leaders and their British and Spanish liaison officers so that a greater sense of purpose could be brought to the guerrilla, the ‘little war’ fought by the irregulars. That made good sense, and were it not for too many little things, he might have been content.


It had been unlikely, to say the least, that they should have been brought on his brother’s ship. It had been good to see Edward again, even if the circumstances were sad for it was the first time they had met since his brother’s wife had died giving birth to a son who lasted only a few days more than his poor mother. Meeting the French hussars so soon after they landed was a greater worry. Williams, Dobson and the landing party had done a fine job of letting them get away, for they had seen no trace of pursuit as they began the long climb into the hills. He hoped that the others had not paid too high a price, and it was frustrating that they would not know what had happened until they were picked up in a week’s time. If they were picked up.


Sergeant Murphy had dismounted and let the rest of the party pass until Pringle reached him.


‘We are being followed, sir,’ the Irishman whispered.


‘Have you seen them?’ Pringle asked.


Murphy shrugged. ‘Not quite, sir.’


‘Keep looking. It may be the partisans.’


‘There is that, sir.’


Pringle wondered whether this was how the French felt wherever they marched in Spain or Portugal, always looking over their shoulders, never sure whether one or two – or hundreds or even thousands of – irregulars were lurking in the shadows, waiting to pounce on stragglers or anyone else who looked vulnerable. He shuddered, and for a moment felt very sorry for his enemies. Pringle did not hate the French. It was natural to see them as enemies, for the war had begun when he was very young, and was just another war between Britain and France in over a century of conflict. John Bull fought Johnny Crapaud on sea and on land and that was simply how it was. Pringle’s allegiance to his country was so deep rooted that he rarely called it to mind, let alone felt any need to speak of it. When he thought at all, it was more of his regiment and friends, but even there the loyalty was instinctive. He fought for them, and because he was a soldier, moderately ambitious for distinction, and because he would have thought less of himself if he failed. Some of the French fought to impose their way of life or their power on others, but Pringle guessed most thought as he did, at least most of their officers. Napoleon’s men fought bravely and skilfully – too skilfully sometimes – and Pringle respected them. He could remember the British and French mingling as they filled canteens from the stream between the rival armies during that long lull at Talavera.


That would not happen in the ‘little war’. The guerrilleros hated and were hated in return by the French. When either side bothered to take prisoners at all it was often only to execute them at a later time. This war was bitter and brutal, and was fought in any little place at any time when there was a chance to kill. Pringle could understand the hatred of the Spanish for the invader, and wondered whether he might act as the French had done, hanging and shooting indiscriminately, if he had seen some of his own men tortured and mutilated by angry peasants. He simply prayed that he would never face such implacable and elusive foes.


For the next hour Pringle did his best to look for any sign of trouble. Once or twice he thought he glimpsed darker shadows amid the trees, but could not swear to it, and it may have been imagination. After a while the woods thinned to isolated trees, until these too failed and all that was left was low scrub. The guide led them into a maze of tight little valleys, until finally they came to a small lake filled with dark water, sitting at the bottom of a circle of high crests. Big boulders and clumps of bushes dotted the grass around them. Little ravines led off on several sides, and the guide led them up one of them. When they came closer they saw a gap between two rocky slopes, the entrance barely wide enough for a man or a mule to pass through. The guide for once gave more detailed instructions, telling them to wait as he walked warily up to the gap.


‘I think we might have arrived,’ said Hanley.


‘Ya veremos,’ Sinclair replied, giving them all a stage wink.


The one-eyed guide produced a whistle and blew three short blasts and one long, echoes taking up the sound and repeating it from all sides.


‘Would it not be a terrible shame if no one was at home,’ Pringle said.


‘Well, we could always leave our cards,’ the major suggested.


‘Begging your pardon, sir, but you won’t have to.’ Sergeant Murphy moved slowly, and slipped his musket from his shoulder.


Pringle looked around the great theatre-like bowl of hills and saw nothing. Then the guerrillas appeared. Men in brown stepped out from behind rocks or bushes, saying nothing. Horsemen rode out from the mouths of valleys probably little wider than the one they were near and just as hard to spot from a distance. There were at least thirty, with more appearing, and a good half were mounted. Pringle wondered whether Murphy had spotted them or simply guessed.


‘No need for your musket, Sergeant,’ Sinclair said softly. ‘These are friends.’


‘Glad to hear that, Your Honour. Glad indeed.’


Pringle hoped that the major was right.
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Pringle spluttered, turning away as the jet of liquid sprayed all over his face. The laughter was loud, and once he had stopped choking he joined in, although he would have needed far more drink inside him to find the joke as hilarious as his hosts did.


‘Waste of good wine,’ he said, wiping his glasses clean with the tip of his long sash. The grinning partisan adjusted the tube coming from the wineskin and, once the officer had opened his mouth, squirted it with less force and more accuracy so that the Englishman could drink. Hanley was next, and was allowed to take a long sip before the Spaniard flicked the nozzle and sent the spray down his neck. This time the laughter was a great roar. When it was Murphy’s turn, the sergeant was ready and jerked his head to follow the jet, swallowing more than went over him, prompting cheers from the guerrilleros.


After this initiation, the visitors were each provided with a simple mug, filled to the brim with more of the rough wine. Pringle stood and raised his drink.


‘To Spain, and to the brave guerrilleros!’


The partisans cheered and drank and soon there were more toasts. ‘Long live Spain! For Liberty! Death to the French!’


No one seemed at all concerned about the noise of their celebrations. They sat on the mossy grass, enclosed on all sides by high bluffs. The place, like a natural roofless house, was at the end of the narrow cutting where their guide had whistled to summon the partisans. It had taken some effort to get the mules to follow the path, and even more when for some ten yards or so it went through a cave, and only a good deal of cursing and plenty of blows forced the animals through. Finally they emerged into this glade, and were greeted by the rich aroma of wood smoke and a kid cooking over the fire.


There was no welcome for the muleteers brought by Sinclair.


‘Contrabandistas.’ Pringle had heard the leader of the guerrilleros mutter the word in obvious contempt, and then say a good deal more he did not quite catch. It did not surprise him to learn that the men were smugglers. There were always plenty of them, especially near the coast, where goods came ashore from Africa or Gibraltar and further afield and then were carried through the darkness to avoid tolls and tax alike. Such men knew the country well, but many saw no reason to give up their occupation simply because the French had invaded. All it meant was that they now avoided or bribed King Joseph’s men instead of those serving the old king.


‘It is best if I go with them,’ Sinclair had said. ‘Not sure I can find my way back to my fellows on my own,’ he added, his expression making clear that this modesty was feigned. ‘But these two are useful to me and know the country like the back of their hand. And if I have done all that I can here …’


The leader of the partisans said nothing to restrain him, even though the major spoke in Spanish.


‘Thank you, sir,’ Hanley said after a long and increasingly awkward pause. ‘You have been a great aid to us. I am sure that if all goes well, we may foster closer alliances between the bands and make life very difficult for the French.’


‘That’s the spirit. I dare say our paths will cross, perhaps even in the next few days?’ He looked enquiringly at the guerrilla leader, but the Spaniard said nothing, until Sinclair went on. ‘Which other bands do you plan on meeting?’


‘That is up to El Blanco,’ the man said. Don Antonio was not with the others at the moment, although expected some time during the night. It was the first time that they had heard his nickname, but then almost all the chiefs had nicknames. For the moment his cousin Carlos was in charge. He was a slim man with the mild face of a student and the cold eyes of a killer. Two pistols were tucked into his leather belt, along with a long clasp knife, and slung from his shoulder was a musket. Like most of the men he wore a red-brown jacket and tight-fitting breeches, with big silver buttons on the lapels and running down the seams. His hair was long and tied back in a pigtail – a few of his followers sported colourful ribbons in their hair. All wore broad-brimmed hats, and had either simple leather shoes or sandals. Their weapons were numerous, many of them captured from the enemy, and carried with a confidence suggesting skill in their use.


Carlos Velasco’s expression was stern, showing no warmth even though he had spoken words of welcome and shown a brief eagerness when he saw the heavily laden mules.


‘Well, I suppose I must make do with a “you will see” once again.’ Sinclair still looked cheerful, but then switched to English. ‘I cannot really blame these fighting devils for being cautious of strangers. One day I must get myself a red coat as that seems to help.’ The major wore a pale grey braided jacket in vaguely military style along with a plain cocked hat. ‘Had it made for me in Port Mahon before they sent me out here,’ he had told them during the long journey. ‘Am still not sure what uniform the Chasseurs are supposed to wear – could be bright pink for all I know as I have never seen my damned regiment and they have never seen me!


‘Well, good luck to you all! Good luck to you too, Sergeant, although as an Irishman you have it already.’ The muleteers looked for a moment as if they would demand to take the pack mules with them, but Sinclair bustled them away and the three rode off, escorted by the same guide who had brought them here. Pringle noticed that several other partisans left soon afterwards and wondered whether they were sent to shadow the little party on its way. He was now sure that Murphy had been right and they had been watched for some time.


The mood changed quickly. He heard several of the Spanish refer to the major as Sinclair el malo – Sinclair the bad. ‘It seems they do not care for him much,’ said Hanley as they sat and rested after arriving in the glade. ‘I believe there is a Captain Sinclair active in the mountains farther east, so do not know whether he is “the good”.’


‘He is at least not so bad,’ Carlos Velasco interrupted, speaking in strangely accented but good English. ‘I do not get much practice these days, but spent a long time in your country,’ he said in response to their looks of surprise. ‘It was not through choice, but courtesy of your Lord Nelson.’


‘I am very sorry.’ Pringle realised the imbecility of the words even as he spoke them.


‘And you are very English to say so.’ Carlos chuckled. ‘It is,’ he hesitated for a moment, frowning, ‘water under the bridge.’ He snapped his fingers when they nodded, and then laughed in delight, his whole face softened. ‘Good, I remember, and as always when the subject arises, I will remind you Englishmen that it was the Spanish who took your Nelson’s arm. Splinters, I would guess. I used to be a surgeon,’ he added. ‘Well, still am, if we are unlucky enough to have wounded. I have sawn limbs off Spanish and English sailors, and on the whole was not treated too badly. Now the French are here in my country and there is not enough hate in the world to balance what they have done, so I am happy enough to be friends with the English.’


‘Thank you,’ Pringle said. ‘We are most glad to hear it.’


Carlos sighed. ‘The “good” Sinclair never comes out of Murcia so I have not met him,’ he explained. ‘Your friend Sinclair is a strange man. My cousin does not trust him.’


‘He is a British officer,’ Hanley said.


‘He is, but he has poor choice in the men he helps. Smugglers like those he had with him, and even worse, bandits and murderers like Pedro the Wolf.’


‘I have not heard of him,’ Hanley said.


‘Then you are fortunate. He likes to call himself El Lobo, and I do not know his real name, but he has plagued this country for years. Before the war he robbed and murdered, killing for sport and to make his name feared. Now he does the same, and sometimes he probably kills Frenchmen, but more often Spanish. There are plenty of bandits like that around, and your friend Sinclair gives them guns and powder.’ He spat angrily. ‘Scum. The pigs should all be strung up from the nearest trees.’


‘Although Major Sinclair belongs to the same army, neither of us had met him before we landed, and I must emphasise that our orders come from Lord Wellington and have nothing to do with the major.’


‘Good,’ the guerrilla said, ‘then we may well get on and do each other some good. Now, let us eat and drink.’ His face had hardened once again, but changed as they watched him. Carlos laughed and cheered with the others as they took food and wine, and then came truly alive when a couple of the men began to play guitars. Others danced, and then after many pleas the leader began to play and sing. He had a good voice, and, although Pringle could understand little of the verses, which seemed to be in a dialect or were simply too fast for him to follow, even so he found it deeply moving.


‘They are love songs, I am guessing,’ he said quietly to Hanley, ‘but what do they say?’


His friend did not answer for a while, but looked more deeply moved than he had seen him for a long time. Hanley had black hair and a dark complexion, and after the years he had spent in Spain before the invasion and since then the rigours of campaigning, he looked more Spanish than English. Pringle could not help thinking that he seemed more comfortable here, surrounded by these lean, unmilitary and yet dangerous-looking fighters.


‘They are love songs,’ he said eventually. ‘Beautiful and sad.’ His voice sounded wistful, and although it may just have been the firelight, his eyes looked moist. That seemed to be it, until he added so quietly that he may not have realised that he spoke, ‘I do love these people, and I do so love this country.’ Pringle expected his friend to break into a smile and look embarrassed, but instead Hanley just kept staring into the fire. Well, his friend was always something of an odd fish.


Carlos finished and then embarked on another song, which was clearly more comic than sentimental. Billy Pringle found his mind wandering and began thinking about women, a wonderful, all-encompassing and familiar preoccupation which seemed simpler than concern for countries and causes. He began to smile to himself but did not care, and quickly the image of Miss Williams came to his mind. Anne was the oldest of Williams’ three sisters, and, like his comrade, she was tall, fair haired and blue eyed. There was something of Williams’ primness about her, certainly much of his earnest nature, and yet also that same surprisingly practical – at times even earthy – ability to confront life. Apart from the colouring, there was little resemblance between the pair, and he guessed Williams’ face and build owed more to his Welsh father than his finely featured Scottish mother.


Pringle had met Anne Williams nearly a year earlier, on a brief visit to the family home in Bristol, and now they engaged in an occasional correspondence. Sometimes he wondered whether if this was no more than her natural interest in a close friend of her brother, reinforced when Billy had helped hunt a younger sister, Kitty, left with child and abandoned by her lover. Pringle had called the man out, wounded him in a duel, and convinced him to marry the silly girl – he still struggled to understand the whole affair and the decisions made by the pair. The husband was a light dragoon, and had since died, but at least Mrs Garland was a respectable widow rather than a ruined woman.


He knew Anne was grateful, for she had thanked him several times, always with considerable grace. Yet there seemed more than that, some affinity stronger than any obligation, something both felt. Billy Pringle did not fully understand it, even to the extent of knowing what it was he hoped for. That did not make it any less real. She came to his mind often these days, with thoughts of the little things, her movements, gestures, the look of fixed concentration as she laboured at her needlework, the tip of her tongue pressed between pursed lips, or the slight frown when she struggled to follow a conversation, and the sheer joy in her laughter. He found himself thinking of her more than other women, even those he had known with far greater intimacy. There was one image stronger than all the others, a memory of the afternoon when at her mother’s insistence she had played and sung for them on the old pianoforte Mrs Williams had bought at the auction of property when a neighbour died. Never of the best quality, the instrument was barely in tune, and Miss Williams and her sisters had received only the little tutoring their mother could afford. Pringle had heard plenty of other, far more accomplished young ladies, and yet such simple songs had never moved him so deeply. There was something very natural about her performance for all its lack of polish, and he had watched entranced her hands on the keys, her face, and her chest rising and falling as she took breaths that were surely too tight for perfection.


Pringle had not noticed that the music had stopped, the dancing and merriment stilled.


‘Gentlemen, you are welcome.’ The voice was deep, the tone those of a well-educated Spanish gentleman. Pringle and Hanley both sprang to their feet, returning the bow of Don Antonio Velasco. The source of his nickname was obvious, for his thick hair was white – not grey or mottled, but pure white. As the Spaniard straightened up, Pringle looked closely and saw that the chieftain could not have been more than thirty. He was a slim man, of no more than average height, but his every movement was controlled and precise. Dressed in a finer version of the garb of his band, he had a French dragoon’s musket over his shoulder and wore from his belt a sword, its hilt and scabbard lavishly decorated with gold inlay. It was a sword of honour awarded for bravery by Napoleon in the years before he had become emperor. That surely meant that El Blanco had met and killed such a veteran, and that in itself said a lot.


There were four partisans with him, two much like the others in the glade, if more heavily laden with weapons. Each had a blunderbuss slung from one shoulder and a carbine from the other, with a couple of pistols and a knife in their belt. The other two were smaller and younger, their hair cut short. Each was swathed in a long black cloak, had black trousers and polished Hessian boots of the type worn by officers. Their faces were smooth, neither old enough to shave, but each had a musket and sword. Pringle wondered whether they were more relatives of the leader, since they seemed unlikely bodyguards.


Hanley launched into a suitable speech, praising the leader and expressing the hope that as allies they might work together more closely in future. Then he led them all to the piles of equipment lying stacked beside the tethered mules. Lifting one of the muskets, he passed it to Don Antonio.


The guerrilla chief took it, felt the heft, examined the lock, and then in a fluid motion swept it up, aiming at an imaginary enemy on the bluffs. He pulled it back to full cock, then squeezed the trigger, letting it slam down and spark. Pringle wondered what the reaction would have been had the piece been loaded.


Don Antonio nodded as he brought the musket back down. ‘English made,’ he said. ‘Tower pattern.’ He looked at Pringle and Hanley in turn. ‘What do you expect me to do with this?’


One of the boys giggled at their confusion, until Don Antonio silenced him with a glance. Pringle was annoyed. The lad had such smooth features, an almost effeminate air, and he did not liked being mocked by such a creature. It was hard to understand what two children were doing carrying arms. The other boy looked a little older, and his expression was wooden.


‘I say again, what do you expect me to do with this musket?’ The chieftain’s expression was stern and proud, but did not seem hostile.


‘Shoot Frenchmen,’ Hanley suggested.


‘But for how long?’ Don Antonio said. He gave a thin smile, like a teacher disappointed in a pupil. He looked at a bale of cartridges that Murphy held up for inspection. ‘Your muskets fire a bigger ball than our own, or those of the French. So we cannot fire your ammunition from our guns. We can put our cartridges in your muskets, but the ball will be loose and will not fire so well.’


‘We could bring you enough new muskets for everyone, and more ammunition.’ Hanley responded quickly, while Pringle was too busy thinking how obvious this was and was depressed that no one had thought of it in planning their mission.


‘You could, but could you also assure me that there would always be enough, wherever and whenever I needed them? I cannot amass great stores or magazines and leave them in a safe place, because there are no safe places. I must always be able to move. Do you see?’


‘Yes,’ Hanley said, and Pringle nodded in agreement.


‘Good, then next time bring me loose powder, lead for balls, good flints – you English make the best – and shoes. Sometimes they are more important than guns. If you want to bring muskets, pistols and ammunition then bring me Spanish or French ones. You understand?’


‘Yes, I believe we can help you in that way.’ Hanley looked pleased by El Blanco’s confidence in receiving aid from the British in future.


‘Good. Now come with me and I will show you what we do.’ Pringle was surprised at the prospect of moving so suddenly. He was even more surprised when Don Antonio spun around and kissed the boy who had giggled.


‘Good God,’ Billy said before he could stop himself, but it was a long embrace and a good minute before the couple parted. Don Antonio’s lover smiled and then spoke in a light voice so obviously female that at last he understood.


‘Good God,’ he said more softly this time, baffled that he had not seen the two ‘boys’ for what they were from the very beginning. In spite of the short hair they were obviously young women, and pretty women at that, even if the silent one had no softness about her gaze.


‘May I present my wife, Paula, and her sister Guadalupe.’ The British officers bowed again. The sister gave the slightest acknowledgement, while Don Antonio’s wife presented her hand to be kissed.


‘They fight with you?’ Pringle could not help asking after the pleasantries had been exchanged.


‘With me sometimes,’ the chieftain said lightly, ‘but I am pleased to say that usually they fight for me. Now, gather your things and we shall go.’


Dawn was still a few hours away when the whole troop filed out of the dell by a different, even narrower and more difficult path than the one they had used to come in. Guerrillas who knew the way led the riding mules for the three redcoats. More mules and a number of horses were waiting in a little valley outside, as were more fighters. Altogether there must have been some fifty men in the band, half of them mounted. Don Antonio had a beautiful Andalusian, and stopped to talk to the animal and caress its face before he mounted. The two girls rode smaller ponies, and both sat easily in the saddle, riding astride like men, their booted feet in the big stirrups favoured in the south.


Pringle had ridden with guerrilleros before, and so the quiet efficiency of the group did not surprise him. There were no shouted orders, no formality, but the whole band moved with a sense of purpose. Carlos Velasco rode with the two British officers and explained that when they arrived his cousin had been out scouting after reports that a French column was making for a pass a few leagues away. Now he had returned, assured by the leaders in the nearest villages that men were gathering to mount an ambush. El Blanco would help them, and hoped that two or three other bands would join him – he mentioned a number of names, all of which were new to both Pringle and Hanley.


‘It would be good to meet with them,’ Hanley said.


‘If they come. I think they will, but you can never be sure,’ Carlos explained. That was the big difference with the north. There many partisan leaders led bands numbering hundreds, sometimes even thousands, formed as the little groups coalesced into ever bigger commands. Here in the south that had not happened. Pringle did not know whether this was a reflection of the rugged landscape in Andalusia or the independent temperament of its inhabitants.


‘Are the serranos coming out in great numbers from the mountain villages?’


‘Serranos?’ Carlos looked puzzled for a moment. ‘Ah, I understand, you mean the mountain folk. They call themselves crusaders. After all, this is where the last Moors were chased from the soil of Spain.’


Pringle wondered whether all of them had gone. Some of the locals were much darker complexioned than other Spaniards. Still, the little they had seen of the land had an exotic look, which he thought might resemble North Africa, and perhaps the impression was simply the natural consequence of similar climate. He had enough sense to realise that proposing either idea was scarcely tactful and so kept silent.


There was no mist this morning, and they rode, winding through valleys and over some gentler hills, until the sky grew ever more pink, and the sun rose magnificently over the crests ahead of them. Soon afterwards Pringle spotted something white in the grass beside the path they were following. Closer up he saw it was the naked body of a man, birds pecking at his eyes and the marks of wounds all over his chest. A few scraps of torn uniform were scattered near by, enough to show that he was a French officer.


‘They caught him last night. Must have thought he had a better chance of sneaking past without an escort.’


One of the guerrilleros spat at the corpse as he rode past. Another jabbed with his lance.


‘Not fit to be dung on the soil of Spain,’ the man said.


Carlos looked down at the body with no sign of emotion when they passed.
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