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How stands the glass around?

For shame, ye take no care, my boys,

How stands the glass around?

Let mirth and wine abound,

The trumpets sound!

The colours they are flying boys,

To fight, kill or wound,

May we still be found,

Contented with hard fare, my boys,

On the cold, cold ground

Why, soldiers, why,

Should we be melancholy boys?

Why, soldiers, why?

Whose business ’tis to die!

What, sighing? Fye!

Damn fear, drink on, be jolly boys!

’Tis he, you or I,

Cold, hot, wet or dry,

We’re always bound to follow, boys,

And scorn to fly.

’Tis but in vain;

(I mean not to upbraid you boys),

’Tis but in vain,

For soldiers to complain.

Should next campaign,

Send us to Him that made us, boys,

We’re free from pain.

But should we remain,

A bottle and kind landlady

Cures all again.

‘Why, soldiers, why?’ was featured in the 1729 play The Patron, and was very popular during the Peninsular War. It was often called ‘Wolfe’s Song’ and may well have been sung by the army in the Quebec campaign of 1759. There was also a story that General Wolfe sang the song the day before he was killed at the moment of victory, but this is almost certainly apocryphal.
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As soon as he saw the tree the officer knew that he had come the right way. The twisted shape was distinctive, its trunk shattered by some winter storm, and while once again he wondered why the farmer had let this one grow outside the walled orchard, that did not matter because he had not led the column astray. The colonel had found this route during the night, riding ahead of the army, and then sent him back to bring on the brigade so that they approached the open country through this stretch of shallow valleys and hills dotted with vineyards and gardens. Everything looked so different in daylight, and the slower pace of a marching column compared to three staff officers and a couple of dragoons on their own had made the trip seem far longer and fed his worry that he had made a mistake. That had set him thinking, trying to remember each change of direction and work out whether he had gone wrong. Yet there was the tree, and that meant that he was right and there was barely a quarter of a mile to go.

‘Well done, girl.’

Lieutenant Hamish Williams patted his grey mare on the neck and then arched his stiff back. An inch or more over six foot, he was a big man and powerfully built, and this impression was reinforced because the horse was a short-necked, clumsy-looking beast of barely fifteen hands. Yet for all her ill-favoured looks, Francesca had proved a good purchase, for she had plenty of stamina and was showing herself to be uncommonly sure footed. His other horse, a chestnut gelding with the graceful lines of an Andalusian, was proving less good, and had already gone lame in its offside front leg.

Williams reached inside his heavy boat-cloak and pulled out his watch. It was almost ten minutes past twelve on the morning of – and this took a few moments of calculation in his weary state – the twenty-fifth of March in the year of Our Lord Eighteen Hundred and Eleven. The watch, like the horses and the new uniform he wore under his cloak, was one of his Lisbon purchases, part of those wild two days when he had spent more money than ever before in his life. The only thing he had failed to find was a good glass, to replace the one the French had taken last year. Intended to be mounted on a stand, it had been a clumsy, heavy weight to carry strapped to his pack, but the magnification was so wonderful that it had seemed worth it. More than that, it was a present – and one she could not really afford – from his mother when, much against her wishes, her only son had gone for a soldier. He still had not had the heart to write and say that it was lost.

Williams looked back over his shoulder, but there was no sign of the leading company. If they did not appear in five minutes then he would have to ride back to find them, but he had not long left them and they should not have gone astray. He really ought not to have to wait long. Looping the reins over his left hand, Williams plucked off his oilskin-covered bicorne hat and ran his other hand through his fair hair, blinking as the fatigue washed over him. His chin felt as rough as sandpaper, although in truth only the closest observer would have seen that he had not shaved. Three years of campaigning in all weathers had given just the slightest dark tinge to his fair, freckled skin, although there were a few black flecks of powder encrusting his right cheek from where he had fired a musket more times than he could remember. Even so, with his bright blue eyes and fresh face, the lieutenant still resembled an overgrown schoolboy more than a veteran soldier.

The infantry did not appear, and to stop himself from hurrying back to search for them and risking appearing nervous, he unclasped his cloak and rolled it up to fasten behind his saddle. He would have to remember to shake it out and dry it later on – or ask his soldier servant to do it. Having a servant was as much a new experience as possessing a watch and two horses, so such thoughts did not come naturally to him.

‘Ah, better late than never,’ he said out loud as a rank of soldiers marched over the rise a couple of hundred yards behind him. ‘Earth has not anything to show more fair,’ he added, and then tried to remember where he had read the line. Not Shakespeare, of course, but someone modern. It was probably something a gentleman should know, although literary knowledge – indeed knowledge of any sort – was scarcely the boast of many good fellows, let alone the thrusters, in the army. Williams felt his want of education keenly, and wished one of his particular friends from his own regiment were here to ask. Pringle, Hanley or Truscott would no doubt have known – and would not mock him for his ignorance.

There was an officer walking to the right of the front rank, and when his cloak parted for a moment it gave the briefest glimpse of his scarlet coat, but that was almost the only dash of colour. The men were a drab sight in their grey greatcoats, shoulders hunched and heads bowed as they walked. They had been marching for seven hours, with only the usual short rests every hour, and most of the time they had faced driving rain and a road churned to mud by the cavalry who had preceded them. Their trousers, which were almost any shade of brown, blue, grey or black rather than the regulation white, were uniformly red-brown from mud, and more mud was spattered on the long tails of their coats. Muskets were carried down low at the slope, an affectation of the light bobs that he had always found less comfortable than slinging the firelock from his shoulder.

Williams doubted anyone back home would see the little column as fair in any way, the dark figures marching across muddy fields on a grey day. Many Britons rarely thought about their soldiers, save perhaps to puff themselves up when news came of a victory, and there had been few of those for some time. If they saw them at all it was in the shining splendour of a parade or field day, or in coloured prints where neat lines of men directed by officers on prancing horses fired or charged through the smoke. The soldiers in those pictures were as immaculate as their formations, and fought their battles in picturesque landscapes with mountains rearing in the background. Williams had seen prints of Vimeiro and Talavera and had seen nothing that reminded him in any way of those grim fights.

The officer watched the column come closer, and saw the head of the second company following on behind. He did not know these men, for he had arrived with the brigade only three days ago, but he knew plenty like them. Back in ’08 he had joined the army as a volunteer, a man considered a gentleman but without the influence to secure an officer’s commission or the money to purchase one. He had carried a musket, worn the uniform of a private soldier and done duty in the ranks while living with the officers. Those had been strange days, ending only when he survived Vimeiro and was rewarded with an ensign’s commission, and they had left him with a deep respect for the redcoat as well as an affection almost idolatrous in its intensity.

‘Anything to show more fair,’ he repeated under his breath. Was it Byron? It sounded sufficiently overblown for the aristocratic poet, but he did not think that was right. His taste stretched far more to the classics. Miss MacAndrews would know, and would tease him for not knowing. The thought of the girl brought back the familiar pangs of anger and despair. Keep occupied, he told himself, work until exhaustion blots out all feelings and thoughts. Think about poets or any other nonsense when there was nothing else to do.

Well, whoever it was would no doubt have raised a perfumed nosegay to shield himself from the sight and the wet earthy smell of the approaching light infantrymen. They were small men in the main, many young but aged by wind and weather, trudging along, not wasting any effort on unnecessary movements or chatter, not even thinking very much about anything. Williams had been on plenty of marches like this one, had known the discomfort of the issue pack which always hung heavy and too low so that its straps burned into the shoulders and pulled at the chest. Just keep going, place one foot in front of the other, loosely in step, not for the look of it, but because it was unconscious habit and made it easier not to tread on the heels of the man in front.

No one back home would ever see them like this, dirty and dishevelled, the locks of their muskets wrapped tightly round with rags to keep out the damp. Like the rest of the army they were bound to be infested with vermin from living in the fields or sleeping on filthy straw in dirty houses and barns. All too many of them would drink themselves senseless at every opportunity, duty and suffering alike forgotten for the moment.

No one back home would ever see them standing in ranks as friends dropped around them, ripped to shreds by shot and shell, or watch as they went forward into the smoke, faces pale but determined not to let each other down. He had seen such men fight and win when all seemed lost and, if they were not pretty, then they were magnificent.

Maybe it was better that Britons never saw them like this, he thought. No one at home had earned the right.

‘Morning,’ Williams called as the officer led the first company up to him. The man nodded in acknowledgement.

Williams turned in the saddle and pointed. ‘Bear right at that tree, follow the wall of the orchard and then cross the stream and form in column at quarter-distance on the slope beyond it. An orderly dragoon is waiting there to mark the spot.’ The only response was another nod. Williams was new to the brigade and not yet one of the family.

He nudged Francesca and set her trotting back past the column, before veering off up the side of the valley.

‘Goddamned dandies!’ Someone swore as he passed and he realised too late that he must have flicked mud up over the marching men. He regretted his lack of care and laughed at the thought of being dubbed a dandy. Any officer on a horse who was not from their own battalion was always treated with suspicion. Men might wonder what folly had been cooked up for them by the powers on high, but they would not wonder for long because there was nothing that they could do about it.

Williams reined in at the top of the slope and looked back, pulling down the tip of his hat as he squinted into the distance. The last of the four companies at the head of the brigade was just beneath him. About three furlongs beyond them was the dark mass of another, larger column. He wished he had his old telescope, but did not bother to fish out the cheap replacement from his saddlebags. He did not need to see the slightly greater detail this would offer. Everyone was where they should be and now he needed to report this to his commander.

Riding back the way he had come, Williams took care to pass the marching men at a safe distance. Even so he half heard a flurry of comments, and was pretty sure that he caught a cry of ‘Missed us this time, yer booger!’ in a North Country accent. A good officer knew when not to hear things. He could tell that the men were in good spirits, and guessed that they realised the march was almost over. They always seemed to know, even before the formal orders had reached their officers.

They would be happy at the prospect of halting, hoping for the chance to rest – veterans like these could make themselves comfortable very quickly. They might be called upon to fight, for the French were close, but that was something they could worry about if and when they were sent forward. At least the rain had stopped. Only a fool or a cavalryman wanted to fight when it was wet. Just a few drops of water seeping into the frizzen pan of a musket turned gunpowder into a dirty sludge no flint would spark into life. So the light infantrymen were glad it was dry – their very lives might well depend on it.

Tired, uncomfortable in their sodden greatcoats, these men were nonetheless indeed in good spirits, and Williams knew that the same enthusiasm spread throughout the entire army. For once, for the first time in years, they were advancing and the French were going back. At this rate there would soon be scarcely a French soldier left in Portugal, save for the prisoners crammed in the transport ships off Lisbon. Spain was another matter, but at long last the inexorable advance of Napoleon’s legions seemed to have slowed and then stopped. They were retreating for a change, and Williams had enough grim memories of the long retreat to Corunna to know how rapidly confidence faded into despair, and just how easily an army of brave soldiers could fall apart.

Five minutes later the grey mare cantered up the last slope and Williams joined two other officers sitting on horseback overlooking the wide plain.

‘The Light Companies are up, sir,’ he reported. ‘The Sixty-sixth are half an hour’s march away and the guns just behind them.’

Lieutenant Colonel Colborne nodded. He was a slim, handsome man in his early thirties. At six foot he was just a little shorter than Williams and in many ways he was a slighter version of the Welshman, his darkly fair hair flecked with grey.

‘Look, sir, they are moving.’ Captain Dunbar was pointing at the French column formed little more than half a mile away on the old highway running east towards the Spanish border. Beyond it was Campo Major, its medieval walls showing the scars of cannon strikes. Its defences were old, in poor repair, and not designed to deal with the assault of a modern army, and yet an elderly Portuguese officer and a garrison of volunteers had held it for a week before being forced to surrender. ‘They deserved a better fate,’ Colborne had said, but no aid could reach here until several days too late. Now three divisions of infantry and a strong force of cavalry had come to take the place back, less than a week after its fall.

‘Perhaps seven or eight hundred horse and two or three battalions of foot,’ Dunbar said, ‘so two thousand all told?’ The French were formed with cavalry in the lead, then a darker, denser mass of infantry, and more cavalry bringing up the rear.

The colonel nodded. ‘That is my estimate.’

‘Cannot blame them for not wanting to make a fight of it in that old ruin,’ Dunbar added.

When they had all arrived, the British and Portuguese would number more than eighteen thousand men, and so the French column was lost, but only if enough of the Allies arrived in time. For the moment they could almost match the enemy numbers, but not with a balanced force. Williams saw the colonel lower his glass and glance at the two regiments of redcoated heavy dragoons formed up to their left. Beyond them, almost a mile away, there was a dark smear moving slowly over the rolling ground, following the path of a little river. The colonel did not need to use his telescope to know that these were the British light dragoons and the Portuguese cavalry – everyone said that Colborne had the best eyesight in the army.

Until last summer the lieutenant colonel had commanded only the second battalion of his own regiment, the 66th Foot, one of four battalions in the brigade. Then the divisional commander had moved to higher things, and their brigade commander had in turn moved up to lead the whole division. Colborne’s rank as lieutenant colonel had been gazetted before that of the men leading the other three battalions, so overnight he had jumped to lead the brigade. The post was not permanent, but in the last seven months no general had appeared from Britain to take over. A few days ago Williams had arrived to replace his aide-de-camp, who had got his step to major and gone back to his own corps. The Welshman was now acting ADC to an acting brigade commander and had no idea how long this would last.

In the meantime Colborne kept his two staff officers busy. Dunbar as brigade major was given the greater responsibilities, but often both men found themselves trailing along behind the colonel, who slept little and employed every hour of the day to the fullest extent.

‘We must do everything within our power, Mr Williams,’ the colonel had told him when he first arrived, ‘and not spare ourselves if a little more effort helps to ensure victory and spare the lives or preserve the health of our men.’

It was Colborne who had led the others on the reconnaissance to find the route the main column would follow, looking for the easiest path, but also the one offering best protection from prying eyes. They had not seen a single French outpost, but then that was no surprise. The French kept their patrols and sentries close for fear of the vengeance of local peasants on any man caught on his own. They tended to stay especially close when the weather was so foul.

While the stormy night had lasted the lieutenant colonel led the vanguard of the army, with his own brigade and some attached Portuguese cavalry. When dawn broke – even the grey dawn of a gloomy day like this – that responsibility passed to the commander of the Allied cavalry, although he was now under the eye of Marshal Beresford, who had come up with his staff. The marshal was in charge of this southern force detached from the main army under Lord Wellington. Regardless of rank, it was clear that Lieutenant Colonel Colborne remained eager to spur his seniors into swift action, before the French column escaped.

‘Captain Dunbar, ride to Marshal Beresford and inform him that the First Brigade has arrived, and that I hope to have Major Cleeves’ brigade of guns up soon.’

The brigade major nodded and set off at a canter. Williams noticed that he had changed to another horse from the one he had ridden during the night. An ADC could not perform his duties without at least two good mounts, but he doubted that the chestnut would recover for a week or more and might well prove prone to the same failing in the future. Williams suspected that he was a poor judge – certainly an unskilled buyer – of horseflesh and had been fleeced. Up here near the frontier there was little chance of finding another mount for sale. That left one obvious source, and it was clear that the colonel’s thoughts ran along a similar line.

‘Mr Williams, ride to Brigadier General Long and his cavalry and tell him that the infantry are up so he may press as hard as he likes. There is no reason for a single Frenchman to escape.’

‘Sir.’

‘And, Mr Williams, I do not require you back for a little while, but take care, for it would inconvenience me if you did not return at all.’ Colborne’s eyes sparkled.

Williams grinned, and set the grey off at a trot to preserve her strength. The British army was advancing, its spirits were high, and he was going to steal a horse from the French.
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‘Bills! Bills, you old rogue!’

Williams had hoped to pass Marshal Beresford and his staff without attracting attention. Then annoyance turned to pleasure when he recognised Hanley riding over to him and waving his hand in greeting. They were both officers in the 106th Foot, and had served together in its Grenadier Company when the army first came to Portugal.

‘I did not know you were here,’ Williams said after they had shaken hands.

‘Ever elusive,’ his friend replied, ‘flitting from shadow to shadow.’ Once an artist, then only with great reluctance a soldier, Captain Hanley was now one of the army’s exploring officers, riding behind the French lines – at times more the spy than became any gentleman. A few weeks ago Williams had sailed up from Cadiz with him, but the two had gone their separate ways after Lisbon.

‘Any news of Billy and the others?’

‘Yes,’ Hanley answered. ‘The battalion has come north and is to be attached to the Fourth Division. They may already have joined for all I know.’ Hanley had spent years in Madrid before the war, and with his black hair and tanned complexion readily passed as a native. ‘More than that I do not know. I fear my omniscience is waning!’

‘And the major?’ Hanley was an old friend, often a confidant, and no doubt guessed far more than he had ever been told, and yet even so it was difficult for Williams to broach so delicate a subject.

Hanley grinned, his teeth very white. ‘Major MacAndrews is well as far as I know, although still waiting for the promised brevet promotion to be gazetted.’ He paused for a moment. ‘And I believe it more than likely that his family will accompany him – to Lisbon at least, if not up to the frontier. You know the determination of Mrs MacAndrews.’ Major MacAndrews’ tall American wife was a formidable lady, held in awe and a good deal of affection by those around her, and she followed him to garrisons and on campaign alike. Only one of the couple’s children had survived to reach adulthood, and Williams was the devoted admirer of the girl – a secret shared only by the entire regiment. Jane MacAndrews was small, fiery of hair and character, and in his view the most perfect woman he had ever met. Just when he had dared to hope, it appeared that all must be over. Williams felt despair engulfing him again, something the constant activity of recent days had kept at bay.

‘Look, Bills, I really should not worry …’ Hanley began, only to be interrupted. A rotund civilian escorted by four hussars from the King’s German Legion had joined them.

‘Mr Williams, it is a pleasure to see you. I trust that you are enjoying your duties with Colonel Colborne?’ Mr Ezekiel Baynes was fat and red faced, the very image of the stout English yeoman beloved of cartoons. Before the war a trader in wines and spirits, he had become a master of spies for Lord Wellington. His voice was gruff, his speech rapid so the words tumbled out one after another like coals poured from a sack. ‘You are looking well, sir, indeed you are. I see that you are quite recovered from your wound. Splendid.’

‘Thank you, sir, I am pleased to say that it no longer troubles me.’ Williams had been shot in the hip back in the autumn, which had undoubtedly saved his life since it pitched him over and meant that a second bullet aimed at his head merely grazed him. Left behind by the army, he had spent weeks lost in fever and then even longer recovering, sheltered by a band of guerrilleros, partisan fighters who fought the bitter ‘little war’ against the French. Those months already had a dreamlike quality, and he knew that he had not yet made peace with himself for all that he had seen and done. As with so much else, not least the matter of Miss MacAndrews, there had not been time. It was typical of Baynes to parade his knowledge, while giving the impression that he knew much more than he said. Given the man’s rapid intelligence and his occupation, it was quite possible that he did.

It seemed that Hanley, Baynes and their escort were also seeking out General Long. ‘A happy chance,’ Baynes declared. ‘We shall be most glad of your company, and perhaps your assistance.’

Williams was very fond of Hanley, but had serious doubts about his judgement. His friend was a gambler to his core, a man who enjoyed cleverness for its own sake, his thrill growing with the size of the stakes, and so was all too ready to risk the lives of those around him in elaborate schemes to outwit the enemy. Baynes’ bluff and open manner veiled a sharp, ruthless mind, judging the benefit and price of every venture in the war with as calm a manner as he had once run his business. Together the two men were likely to prove dangerous company.

As they rode along, Williams confessed to his true errand, prompting a benevolent smile from Baynes and a snort of amusement from Hanley.

‘Pringle was right,’ his friend said, ‘you have turned pirate!’

The previous year Hanley, Billy Pringle and Williams had spent months in Andalusia working with the partisans along the coast, carried ashore and retrieved each time by the Navy. One night Williams had taken part in a cutting-out expedition, capturing privateers and merchantmen from an enemy harbour. As a result, he later found himself the surprised recipient of six hundred and twelve pounds, seventeen shillings and thruppence prize money, paid into his account at the regimental agents of Greenwood, Cox, and Company, agents to the 106th as they were to half the army. It was only this fortunate event which permitted him to accept the invitation to become a staff officer. More than half had gone on equipping himself for the field, since Lisbon prices were grossly inflated after four years of war and with the entire army wintering near the city.

‘It appears the simplest solution to my want,’ Williams said in his defence. ‘There is no prospect of purchasing a replacement for some time.’

Baynes chuckled, his face bright scarlet. ‘Clear, reasonable thought,’ he said. ‘The world is often so unfair when it dismisses the intellect of soldiers!’

Williams bowed as far as it was possible in the saddle.

‘Yet, though as a mere civilian I may be mistaken,’ Baynes continued, ‘is it not the rule that captured horses are to be offered for sale to the commissaries, so that the entire army and the wider cause may benefit from their capture?’

That was the rule, and although Hanley’s expression betrayed his lack of concern for such regulation, Williams had feared that this would prove an obstacle and so had hoped to avoid anyone too senior from finding out about the business. The justification that the rule was often ignored, and that a horse taken from the foe was the only plunder considered acceptable for an officer to take, seemed weak.

‘It is for the good of the service,’ he ventured, disliking the pomposity of his claim and hoping that the unmilitary Baynes would not pursue the issue.

‘I have no doubt of it, so perhaps we should leave it at that, and leave you, my young friend, with the more pressing problem of dividing an unwilling Frenchman from his horse. Of course,’ he went on, ‘though I am no real judge, I am told that our own cavalry officers ride finer horses than the French. Indeed, it is said their comrades garrisoned in France write to friends asking them to capture such a beast, with the promise of rich reward. Perhaps for the pure good of the service you should look elsewhere?’

Williams grinned, and a few moments later Baynes chuckled again to demonstrate that it was – almost certainly – a witticism.

‘I doubt in the circumstances that the Army will be much inclined to examine the details of your acquisition, since part of our purpose today is to arrange theft on a far grander scale. Damn the man, will he not sit still for a moment!’ This last was presumably directed at General Long and the light cavalry, who had set off forward again, just as they were coming up to them.

Hanley waved a hand at the corporal in charge of their escort to show that they would keep at a walk and not race forward to catch up.

‘Don’t want the horses tired,’ he explained to Williams.

‘Indeed not, indeed not,’ Baynes mumbled. ‘And no doubt they will halt again soon enough.’ He stared at Williams for a moment and then turned to Hanley. ‘Your friend is not the most curious of fellows, is he, William? We confess a conspiracy to rob and he says nothing. Too caught up with plotting his own act of brigandage, no doubt.’

‘It is for the good of the service,’ Captain William Hanley agreed.

‘Since manners or disinterest prevent you from asking,’ Baynes began, ‘I shall declare that our interest is with cannon – at least one of our interests. Does that stir your curiosity?’

‘The French siege train?’ Williams ventured.

Baynes turned back to Hanley and gave a nod of exaggerated approval. ‘Your Mr Williams may not be inclined towards curiosity, but at least his mind works quickly. Yes, Lieutenant,’ he continued, smiling now at Williams, ‘the enemy brought some fifteen or sixteen heavy guns to besiege Campo Major.’

‘They left just before dawn,’ Hanley added. ‘The Portuguese cavalry saw them. They must be three or four miles away by now. It would be better for us if they did not reach Badajoz.’ The big fortress town protected the Spanish side of the frontier.

Baynes’ face became serious for the first time. ‘It really is all about Badajoz. Are you familiar with the place?’

Williams nodded. He had seen the fortress back in ’09, when the army was forced to retreat even though it had beaten back the French attacks at Talavera. Those were bad times, with sickness rampant and claiming almost as many lives as the battle, and perhaps those bad memories shaped his recollections for to his mind there was something sinister about the place. Built in a naturally strong position, the King of Spain’s engineers had done a fine job, following the most modern principles of military science to fortify it. Its defences were as far removed from those of Campo Major as a rifled musket was from the flint-headed spear of some primitive tribe.

‘It is formidable,’ he said, trying not to think of the horror that would come when regiments were thrown against its walls. The French had had trouble taking the place, and it was only the death of its tough old commander and his replacement by a weaker man which had taken the heart out of the Spanish defenders.

‘The French have held the place for two weeks,’ Hanley said. ‘The longer they hold on to it then the more chance they have to repair the damage inflicted on the walls by their own guns. So our best chance is to attack soon, and for that we need a siege train.’

‘We do not possess such a thing.’ Baynes spread out his palms and then calmed his horse when the animal stirred. ‘Or to be more accurate I should say that we do possess one, but it is sitting on board ship somewhere off Lisbon and it would take a month or more to bring it all ashore, and even longer to fetch it up here.

‘And since we cannot hope to purchase siege guns up here on the frontier, we are left with Mr Williams’ simple solution. If you soldiers can overcome the French rearguard in the next few hours, it should be possible to catch their cannon before they reach safety.’

The plan appeared sound, the prospects of success good, and then Williams had an idea which might help in some small way. Leaving the reins in his left hand, he used the other to unfasten the top of his saddle-holster.

‘Good God, you really have turned pirate!’ Hanley gasped as the Welshman pulled out a naval boarding axe.

‘If you do overrun the siege train, it may be wise to cut the traces,’ Williams suggested, offering the axe to his friend.

‘Won’t we need the harness to pull them away?’

‘Just in case they have to be left for a while. It will mean that the French cannot carry them off, whatever happens.’ Williams moved to replace the weapon. ‘It was merely a suggestion.’

‘And a good one, I am sure, although let us hope it does not come to that.’ Mr Baynes was beaming again. ‘Take it, my dear boy, take it. And I do believe that we should let the lieutenant more fully into our confidence.’

‘Badajoz fell too easily,’ Hanley said, his face doubtful as he took the short heavy staff of the axe. Ahead of them the cavalry column had halted again, and they were getting closer. ‘It is all too likely that French agents were at work, and French gold helped to open the gates of the fortress. Do you remember Sinclair?’

Williams stiffened at the name. Major Sinclair had posed as a British officer, riding among the partisan bands in Andalusia gathering information. The group sheltering Williams had been surprised by French soldiers led by the Irishman, who was in fact a member of Napoleon’s green-jacketed Irish Legion. For a moment he saw again the burning farm, the guerrilleros dead or in flight, and remembered the feel of Guadalupe clinging to him.

‘I remember Sinclair.’

‘He serves on Marshal Soult’s staff, helping him to gather intelligence – among other things. And then, of course, you know Dalmas. He is now also a major and serves in a similar capacity.’ Williams remembered the big cuirassier officer, but felt less distaste for him than for Sinclair. He had first met the Frenchman when he had gathered a tag, rag and bobtail group of stragglers left behind by the army as it slogged through the snow to Corunna. Dalmas was trying to find a way around Sir John Moore’s army to cut the British off from the sea, and Williams and his little band had stopped him, holding a bridge long enough for reinforcements to arrive – reinforcements led by Colborne, who was then one of Moore’s ADCs. Since then their paths had crossed more than once.

‘Dalmas is a proper soldier,’ he said in the Frenchman’s defence.

‘Aye, right enough, but he is more than that,’ Baynes concluded. ‘And one of our sources says that a man from Soult’s staff came to Campo Major with the French, and they do not believe he has left – at least not before today. Whoever it is, but especially if it is one of that pair of rascals, it would be a handy blow for our cause if he never leaves.’

‘You wish him dead.’ Williams kept his tone level to make it clear that he was not asking a question. Yet he could not keep the distaste from his voice.

‘We wish them all dead or to the Devil,’ Hanley cut in quickly, ‘but it would be better to take whoever it is. If we cannot, then he would be less of a threat to us if killed. They are dangerous men.’

Williams did not presume to point out that the same might be said of someone who talked so readily of deliberate killing.

‘For the good of the service,’ Hanley continued. ‘Or at least for the good of the cause.’ The last words were in a whisper, for they had come up with the rear of the cavalry. Closest to them were the 13th Light Dragoons, wearing their tall crested tarleton helmets and with buff facings and braid on their blue jackets. Orders were shouted and the front of the regiment wheeled to the right and went over a hump in the ground. The light dragoons deployed smoothly, the horses going at a brisk walk, scabbards, carbines and other equipment bumping and the harness jingling with the motion.

‘The French must be close,’ Williams said. Even after all these years he was unsure how well his friend could read a battlefield. His hand slid across and took the grip of his sword, lifting gently to make sure that it would be easy to draw if he needed it.

They waited for the cavalry to deploy before following. The enemy were indeed close, and when they topped the small bank they could see that the five small squadrons of Portuguese cavalry were formed on the left. From this distance their uniform was similar to that of the British light horse, with dark blue jackets, grey trousers and black helmets. If he went close, a man would see that the coats were plainer and without braid, although the red plume in each helmet offered a flash of colour brighter than anything in their allies’ appearance. Even from this distance their horses were clearly small, ill-fed beasts, and alongside the fine chestnuts and light bays of British light dragoons the appearance was most ill.

‘Looking for your mark?’ Hanley whispered, having seen Williams observing the cavalry.

‘They are not sufficiently close,’ he replied. Almost five hundred yards ahead of the 13th Light Dragoons was a line of French horsemen – to Williams’ eye it looked a slightly longer and more numerous line than that of the British regiment. The enemy were dressed in dark green coats and even without a glass he could see the warm orange fronts of the jackets. Most of the men had baggy brown trousers, and only a few wore the regulation grey breeches above their high black boots. All wore brass helmets in Grecian style, decorated with brown turbans and trailing black horsehair plumes.

‘Dragoons,’ Williams said.

‘Probably the Twenty-sixth Regiment.’ Baynes smiled as the others looked at him. ‘They were reported to be with the French force which came here.’

‘Those are the Chamborant Hussars.’ Hanley pointed to a couple of squadrons of men dressed in brown some way back behind the left flank of the dragoons.

Williams did his best to look like a proud parent as his friend spoke with such confidence.

‘Well, we have seen them before,’ Hanley said in an apologetic tone.

Beyond the hussars there were a few more still on the highway, leading the infantry off. Williams saw two distinct battalion columns marching steadily along the road, with more hussars bringing up the rear. The dragoons and the supporting squadrons must have been drawn from the advance guard and deployed to threaten the British and Portuguese light cavalry.

‘They must have hoped to show a front and keep the Portuguese at a distance,’ Williams told them. ‘My guess is that they formed in two bodies so that if we dared to charge one of them then the other would sweep in around our flank. Would probably have worked if the Portuguese were on their own. I’ll wager they were none too pleased when the Thirteenth appeared. Their dragoons have wheeled to face them, regiment against regiment, so there is not much chance of striking at our flanks. They will still be hoping to get away without a fight.’

‘There are plenty of them,’ Hanley ventured, but with rather less confidence than his earlier pronouncements. Williams wondered whether his friend was thinking back to that dreadful day at Medellín, almost exactly two years ago and not too far away, when the Spanish cavalry had broken, and these very French regiments swept down to massacre the abandoned infantry. Much the same had happened time after time as a long succession of Spanish armies marched off to defeat – the most recent when the army protecting Badajoz was cut to ribbons by the blades of the French horsemen. From the very start of the war, the enemy cavalry had ruled these plains. ‘Will they not fight? To drive us back and give themselves more time to escape?’

Williams shook his head. ‘Only if they have to. They want to get away, for if they stay the numbers will turn more and more in our favour. The heavy dragoons should be coming up so that will make their situation precarious. All they want is to hold us for a quarter of an hour and then they will retire and face up to us again only when they wish to slow us down. That is if General Long does not call their bluff.’

‘Do you think he will attack?’ Baynes asked.

‘I should be most surprised if he does not.’ Williams reached to check his sword again.

‘Bloodthirsty pirate,’ Hanley whispered in a low tone.

‘Then we had better speak to the general without delay,’ Baynes said, and kicked his horse into a trot.

Brigadier General Long proved to be a compact man of middle years riding a dragoon’s horse. A single staff officer attended him, but as they rode up the man cantered off towards the Portuguese.

Hanley saluted. ‘General Long, sir, may I present Mister Baynes of the political service attached to Lord Wellington’s headquarters. We have papers, sir.’ He held out a letter.

Long stared at it as if it were the oddest thing he had ever seen. ‘This is no time for reading, sir.’ His heavy-lidded eyes flicked across them and then fastened on Williams. ‘I know you, Lieutenant, do I not?’

‘It is gracious of you to remember, sir, for it was now two years ago, although I have no doubt that the sorrow remains fresh for us all.’

‘Ah, yes, I recollect.’ Williams had been beside Sir John Moore when he took his mortal wound. He could remember the pieces of bone sticking out from his mangled shoulder, the melancholy procession as the Highlanders carried him back to the town, the general’s lucidity, concern for the fate of the day and of his own staff. Long had joined the men attending him in those last hours, as had Colborne, watching the man they admired above all slip away. ‘He was the best of us,’ Long said, as if to himself. The brigadier looked pale and sallow. ‘Well,’ he added in a firmer tone. ‘What is it you want of me?’

Hanley explained their concern to secure the French siege train.

‘Well, as to that, sir, perhaps you should direct your petition to Marshal Beresford. He commands here and appears eager to instruct us all in every detail of our duties.’ Long frowned, perhaps concerned that his comment was indiscreet.

There was a strange gurgling sound, quite distinct, and clearly emanating from a human or animal body. The brigadier general pursed his lips, but said nothing. His eyes looked at each of them in turn as if in challenge.

‘Go to the marshal, sir. I have no time for such matters now. First we must beat these fellows before I can concern myself with capturing convoys miles away along the road. Let the marshal worry about that for you.’

‘Would you object if we stayed to watch?’ Baynes ventured, with none of the usual assurance in his voice.

‘You may do as you please, sir, but do not get in my way.’ The general shifted slightly in his saddle and at that moment broke wind, the sound amplified by the leather.

No one betrayed any sign of noticing.

‘Good day to you, sir,’ the general said. ‘And it is good to see you again, Lieutenant.’

As they moved away, Williams did his best to maintain an impassive expression. A stout old fellow who tended to sit in front of his family in church back in Bristol had been prone to similar eruptions, almost always in the moments of silence during a service. His sisters would giggle whenever it happened, and it was hard not to join them. Their mother, the stern, devout, unyielding Mrs Williams, who never let anyone forget her pride in being born a Campbell, would have reproved them with a look, and then once they were home gone off to a room on her own and laughed out loud.

His head snapped round as movement flickered all along the line of dragoons. The French cavalry had drawn their long straight swords.

‘It may be only a threat,’ he said quietly, ‘or they may have decided to see us off their land.’

Brigadier General Long trotted over to speak to the commander of the 13th Light Dragoons, and they were close enough to hear the exchange.

‘Colonel Head, there’s your enemy. Attack him.’ Long’s voice was calm and confident, no doubt meant to be heard by the light dragoons. Fortunately there was no repeat of the recent emissions. ‘And now, Colonel, the heavy brigade are coming up on your rear, and, if you have an opportunity, give a good account of these fellows.’

‘By gad, sir, I will,’ was the simple soldier-like response. Lieutenant Colonel Head walked his horse round to the front of his regiment.

Williams and the others stopped some fifty yards or so behind the line.

‘The Thirteenth will prepare to advance,’ Head shouted in a high, clear voice. ‘Draw swords.’

This time they heard the grating sound of steel blades scraping free of their scabbards. An old troop sergeant had once told Williams that the noise broke his heart every time he heard it because the metal rubbing against metal took a little off the finely honed edge. Even so it was invigorating, a hint of firm purpose like screwing a bayonet on to the muzzle of a musket.

His horse’s ear flicked forward in excitement. He patted her neck, noticing that the King’s German Legion hussars were calming their horses as instinct took over and they wanted to join the rest. Williams reached over to draw his sword and then felt Baynes’ arm on his.

‘Not yet, if you please. I would prefer you to stay back with us and watch,’ the plump man said. ‘We will follow, but not get too close for the moment.’

Williams wondered whether for once the self-assured merchant and master of spies felt that he was not in control. He had no sword, in fact appeared to be wholly unarmed. The Welshman was surprised that Baynes had not left them and gone back to the marshal and his staff.

‘Walk march.’ The 13th Light Dragoons went forward.

‘Wait a little before we follow,’ Baynes said.

‘Have you ever ridden in a cavalry charge, Bills?’ Hanley whispered.

‘We are only watching, are we not?’ The irony was forced, and then he realised his friend was anxious. ‘No need to worry. Stay close to me and even closer to those fellows.’ He jerked his head towards the corporal and the three hussars. The King’s German Legion were widely held to be among the finest cavalrymen in the army and these men looked very capable. ‘Apart from that, just try to stay on.’

They started to walk their horses forward.
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The 13th Light Dragoons were formed in two ranks, with subalterns, some NCOs and other file closers dotted along behind the rear rank. They were in loose files, with some six inches between each rider rather than the close order where a man’s knees almost touched those of the riders on either side. With five troops present, two pairs were formed into squadrons with the fifth, orphaned troop on the right. Hanley tried to count in groups of five as Williams had taught him, and reckoned that there were around one hundred men in each rank, with perhaps thirty or so file closers. He could not see past them all that well, but thought that they must just about match the length of the main French line, if not their flanking supports.

‘I am not sure that you will find that suitable at the moment,’ Williams said to him in a low voice.

Hanley realised that he was still holding the axe. Part of him wondered whether his friend was wrong. There was a primitive feel to the weapon, so much like the sort of thing one imagined a Red Indian wielding, and it seemed fitting for there was something very ancient, almost primal, about being so close to all these horses and men with swords. His own mount was stirring, wanting to run, and even if he could not tell whether it wanted to go forward or back, he could sense that it felt part of a herd. When infantry marched forward to mow each other down with musketry it did not feel like this.

Williams looked calm. The man always did, and it was hard to know what he really felt. For all his piety and sober disposition, Williams was a sensitive, intelligent man with a lively imagination, so must be as plagued by fears as everyone else. Hanley remembered MacAndrews drumming it into them that as officers they must always appear fully confident of success and survival in any situation. Hanley was unsure how convincing he was in this act.

The light dragoons were still walking, their heavy-bladed, curved sabres resting on their shoulders. Then they went into a trot. Hanley had not heard the order, so intent was he on the scene. He watched the men as they sat in their saddles, backs swaying with the motion.

‘Far enough for us, I think, gentlemen,’ Baynes said. Williams glanced at the corporal and there was doubt in both their faces.

‘It may be better to follow or go back a little,’ he said. Hanley was inclined to take his friend’s advice when it was a matter of the battlefield, but Baynes did not appear worried.

‘We will stop here, so that we can see. I dare say we can run away in plenty of time if it becomes necessary. Forgive me, Mr Williams,’ he continued, a fresh smile beaming, ‘I did not intend to imply anything by that. I speak merely as a fellow of too many summers and too many joints of beef to desire to make the acquaintance of any sword-wielding Frenchman. We need to be able to see in case one of those rogues is about.’

Hanley was not really listening. The light dragoons had gone into a canter – again he had missed the order. He stood up in the stirrups, trying to see past them, but could not.

There was a spattering of shots – individuals popping away rather than an ordered volley.

‘The squares,’ Williams said. Hanley had forgotten the French infantry on the road. He had not seem them form from column to square, but had not really been paying them much attention.

‘Vive l’empereur! ’ He had heard the shout many times before. This time it was a little more ragged, although just as determined as when a column of infantry came on.

‘Charge!’ He heard Colonel Head’s shout this time, and then the light dragoons were yelling – not a cheer so much as a roar. Sabres came off shoulders and were raised high, points towards the enemy though turned slightly to cover the face.

The line looked solid, men and horses only slightly shifted from their places. Hanley still could not see the French, but their cry had suggested no lack of spirit. They must be very close, and the British cavalrymen did not show any signs of checking or hesitation. He knew that horsemen would not charge home against a solid square of infantry, but he suspected that it would be different when cavalry met cavalry. Horses barged each other readily enough at the best of times. His mind tried to picture the French dragoons galloping straight at the British horsemen, and imagined the two lines getting closer and closer before slamming into each other in a collision that must surely shatter bones and tumble horses and riders.

‘Bless me!’ Baynes sounded like a parson noticing a fly in his soup. The light dragoons had broken up, the files opening to more than a horse’s width between them. It took only an instant, and then suddenly the regiment was spread out and Hanley could see French dragoons in green coming through the gaps, like passing the fingers of one hand between those on the other. Swords flashed as men went by each other, slashing and jabbing. In a great scything cut one of the Frenchmen was chopped from the saddle. Another took a slice that opened his mouth to his chin. Hanley saw one of the Thirteenth jabbed in the sword-arm. The man slumped, arm limp and sabre hanging down by its cord. Then they were through, a loose crowd of green-coated dragoons coming on in a swarm towards them. It was one of the strangest, most unexpected things Hanley had ever seen.

‘Back! Back!’ Williams shouted. The Welshman yanked at Baynes’ reins to turn his tubby horse and then slapped the beast on the rump to send it running off. ‘Move, you fool!’ he yelled into Hanley’s ear, breaking the spell.

Hanley kicked his horse into a canter and then urged it into a gallop, following the others. The four hussars were clustered protectively around Baynes, and Williams was trailing a length behind, looking back to make sure that he was following.

They did not go far, and when Hanley was able to turn he saw that the mass of enemy horsemen were wheeling round. It was no longer a neat formation, but a crowd, each going about at his own pace. No one had followed them, although if they had stayed where they were they would have been in the middle of several hundred Frenchmen.

Officers urged them on, waving their swords in the air and shouting. Hanley heard another big roar, knew that it was the light dragoons, and then the French were answering with their own cries and spurring their horses back the way they had come in a new charge. The two crowds merged into one, not flowing through this time, and then green jackets and blue were locked in hundreds of little duels. Sabre clashed against sword, blades struck ringing blows on helmets or bit into cloth and flesh with a dull sound. Even from this distance Hanley was amazed at the amount of noise. As a boy he had often gone to watch the coppersmiths at work. This was like that noise magnified a thousand times. Men fell, horses reared and screamed.

‘You should go back to General Long, sir,’ Williams said to Baynes, ‘for I must borrow your escort for a moment.’ The words were quietly said, and just as evidently a command. The Welshman turned to the German corporal. ‘Follow me.’ Then he was trotting forward.

The corporal glanced at Baynes, and gave a crisp instruction in his own language before he and his men followed. Williams drew his sword, a light, well-balanced blade with a gentle curve. The hussars copied him, each carrying the heavy 1796-pattern sabre like the light dragoons.

Hanley followed.

‘You don’t have to come,’ Williams said, and then grinned.

Hanley gripped the handle of his own sword and pulled. The blade was unwilling to come. He yanked, tried to turn it back and forth, and with an effort it came free, and his arm swung out high and wide.

‘Scheiße! ’ hissed one of the Germans as the tip of the blade swept within a few inches of his face.

Williams laughed, then pointed. ‘On the left. We hit them there and cut our way through.’

Hanley saw that the French were crowding around the British right, and it was only there that the light dragoons were outnumbered and looked to be giving way.

Dear God, just six of us to sway the balance, he thought, but then Williams yelled and charged. Hanley’s horse lurched as its stride changed. He had his sword up now and stared at it. There were spots of rust dotted along the blade. The weapon felt clumsy and awkward in his hand. He had rarely held it and never used it before and wondered why he had come and not stayed with Baynes. Just in time he remembered to loop the rather grubby red sword-knot around his wrist.

The last twenty yards vanished under them, the sound of their horses’ pounding feet adding to the other noise. One dragoon turned to face them. The man wore a tall bearskin cap instead of a helmet and had red epaulettes on his shoulders, so must be from the elite company. Like the grenadiers in an infantry battalion, such men were meant to be the tallest and best soldiers.

Williams rode straight at him, the Frenchman kicking his heels to stir his own mount forward. The Welshman’s mare was much the same size and moving faster, and perhaps that was why the Frenchman’s horse flinched. Williams lunged, beating the man’s guard and striking just above the collar. Dark blood gushed on to the orange front of the man’s jacket as momentum carried the lieutenant on and he jerked his blade free. Williams closed with another man, coming from behind. The Frenchman turned, wheeled away, and his thrust changed into a slash that ripped through the dragoon’s sleeve and gashed his bridle arm. Williams kept going into the mass.

The German hussars followed, striking with cold fury as they caught their opponents unaware – the corporal chopped another member of the elite company from the saddle, and then one of the privates sliced down hard to sever the wounded arm of the man Williams had struck. No longer feeling pressure on the reins, the Frenchman’s horse turned and bolted, coming straight at Hanley, who sawed at his own reins as he tried to get out of its way. Instinct made him flinch away and he leaned to the left, lost his right stirrup and was half falling as his own horse started running again into the crowd. A Frenchman on a bay ran into him on that side, helping him back up, but his grip on his sword loosened and he let go. He ducked as the dragoon launched a cross-bodied cut at him, felt the wind of the blade as he swayed away from it and it sliced through the air, thankful that he was on the man’s wrong side. The Frenchman had his cheeks gashed open so that the flesh flapped as he moved and his cries were horribly distorted.

Hanley’s sword was heavy as it hung by the cord of the sword-knot and he fumbled for the grip and then swung his arm at the dragoon just as the Frenchman raised his blade for another cut. His own weapon slapped his horse on the neck and it bucked, kicking out behind and breaking the leg of another animal, which fell and pitched the dragoon riding it on to the wet grass. The Frenchman with the slashed face screamed at him, spitting gobbets of blood and saliva through the gashes in his cheeks. He had checked his last blow and now raised his blade to lunge. Hanley’s horse bucked again, flinging him high and bringing him back down to slap hard against the saddle. The Frenchman watched him, taking careful aim, determined to make no more mistakes.

One of the 13th appeared, Tarleton helmet gone, spatters of blood dark on his face and over the buff braid on the front of his tight-fitting blue coat. The Frenchman shifted his blade in time to parry the man’s first cut, giving Hanley time to regain his lost stirrup and then get hold of his sword. He saw sparks as the Englishman and Frenchman’s blades met again. The light dragoon was red faced and breathing heavily from the effort – the Frenchman’s mangled face made his state hard to read. Hanley pushed his horse forward and without really thinking thrust straight into the dragoon’s body. The tip of his sword was not very sharp and pressed the heavy cloth of the man’s jacket back for an instant before punching through and sliding between two of his ribs. Hanley was a big man and the blow had all the added strength of his fear. The dragoon made more odd noises, but his eyes fastened on the British officer as they widened. Hanley watched them, saw them flicker as the life faded from them. The man slid from the saddle, his weight dragging at Hanley’s sword because he could not pull it free. Only when the dying man was almost on the ground did the steel slide out with a ghastly sucking sound Hanley heard over all the other noise.

‘Bloody good, sir!’ the private from the 13th said, and then tugged his horse around to seek new prey.

The crowd of horsemen was thinning. Hanley took one last look at the Frenchman he had killed and then pushed on to escape him. He sensed that the dragoons in green were starting to go back a little. Yet they were still fighting, and he was relieved when the corporal and another of the hussars closed on either side of him, sabres held at the guard save for when they actually delivered an attack. There was blood on the corporal’s sabre, and yet when he looked there was little on his own and that puzzled him. He struggled to accept that he had just killed a man – something he had never before done even after four years of campaigning. It did not seem real.

There was a fresh shout and three French dragoons were spurring forward, urging the others to rally and return to the attack. Williams rode at them, beside him a squat, broad-shouldered man who wore the blue jacket of the 13th with the buff chevrons of a corporal on his sleeve. The Welshman was a little ahead, his normally simple, almost innocent expression, contorted with savagery – Hanley wondered whether he had looked like that a few moments ago, but doubted it.

Williams took the attack of the first Frenchman on his blade, deflecting it and then flicking his own sword quickly to jab at the man’s face. His opponent went back, leaning away to avoid the blow but losing his balance for an instant and making the mistake of bending his arm. Williams got inside his guard and jabbed again, pricking the man on the inside of his elbow. A second dragoon closed with him, and the lieutenant hurriedly parried this fresh attack until one of the hussars appeared alongside him and evened the odds. The third Frenchman made for the corporal from the 13th, who feinted left but went right, and opened the man’s throat to the very bone with a strong and very well-directed cut.

‘Vive l’empereur! ’ A French officer surged forward, his deep voice raised in anger as much as challenge as he went for the corporal. There were the gold epaulettes of a colonel on his shoulders, and his helmet had a leopardskin turban rather than the usual plain brown. The corporal pulled away and avoided his first attack, and then the two men began to circle, a wide space having opened around them. There were still plenty of other fights raging, but it was almost as if they no longer mattered. Hanley stopped, guarded by the hussars, and watched.

The French colonel was a slim, elegant man, he and his horse so well-practised that they seemed to move as one, stepping carefully, waiting for the moment. Unlike those of his men, the colonel’s sword had a gentle curve to the blade, and was polished to such a high sheen that it glinted even on this drab day. With no visible signal Hanley could see, the horse bounded forward, and the sword lunged at the light dragoon’s face. The corporal parried the blow with a careful flick of the wrist, using the heavy sabre as if it was as light as a feather. Sword and sabre clashed once, twice, and then the horses were apart again, stepping lightly as if in a riding school. The corporal lacked the colonel’s elegance, but matched his skill. Neither man spoke, and their eyes never left the other for a second.

Hanley’s horse shifted beneath him, and he looked down to see a good part of an arm lying beside him, still partly covered by a green sleeve, the gloved hand holding on to its long sword. There were several light dragoons on the ground, even more wounded and making their way to the rear. He was not sure that there were so many French dead, but there were many more wounded and they were horribly mutilated. The British sabre was a clumsy, scything weapon that in well-trained and strong hands worked butchery on the enemy. The colonel and the corporal closed again, and their blades met, each probing the other’s defence. Not far away Williams had again wounded his opponent, this time higher up near the shoulder, and the man’s arm was so weak that he could barely hold his sword up to defend. Beside them the hussar and dragoon defended more than they attacked. Hanley sensed that all of them were half watching the struggle going on near by.

With a cry of victory the colonel lunged and the light dragoon only just had time to block the blow, then recovered faster than Hanley would have believed possible and raised his sabre. He cut down hard, the blow ringing against the Frenchman’s brass helmet like a cracked bell. The officer swayed, struggled to bring his own sword up to parry, but was not fast enough to stop a second cut which snapped the scaled chinstrap and sent the helmet spinning off. With a grunt of immense effort the broad-shouldered corporal sliced down a third time, the heavy blade passing through scalp and skull. The colonel slumped to the left, and his corpse dropped down, blood and grey matter spilling from the great gash in his head. Hanley saw the corporal nod, as if in approval of his victory, and then say something in what sounded like Gaelic. The officer was not sure whether to exult or vomit.

The French were fleeing, the spirit gone with the death of their colonel, and the British were starting to follow, chasing after the dragoons and striking at their backs. Williams and the hussar with him took their opponents prisoner. The one Williams had wounded was a sergeant old in war, who knew when it was time to fight and when to quit. The other one was a young officer, nominally his leader, who seemed more confused than anything else. There were other prisoners guarded by a few lightly hurt men from the 13th, for the rest were haring off in pursuit.

Baynes appeared, and Hanley wondered how far away the man had gone during the fighting. If he had been killed or taken then it would have been a serious loss – perhaps a critical one if he was taken and the French realised who he was.

‘You should not have come,’ he said to the smiling merchant, who did not appear appalled in any way by the sight of the carnage around him. Instead his expression was one of curiosity.

‘I fear it must be my insatiable spirit of adventure. Dear God, look at that man!’ Baynes had noticed the corpse of the French colonel. ‘That must have taken considerable strength,’ he went on, impressed, but not moved to any other emotion. ‘You seem to forget, William, that you and I have ridden battlefields before.’

Shouted orders drifted towards them. Brigadier General Long was forming two of the Portuguese squadrons into columns to follow the 13th Light Dragoons and act as a solid support should the French rally.

‘Ah, it looks like our lieutenant has won his prize,’ Baynes said as Williams came towards them, the two prisoners behind him and the hussar bringing up the rear. The man’s horse was limping from a gash on its hindquarters. ‘What is that fellow’s name?’ he asked the corporal.

‘Becker, sir.’

‘Well, Becker, you will take these men to the rear, but remember that one of their horses belongs to Mr Williams, here. You will take the officer’s, I presume?’

‘I should prefer the sergeant’s,’ Williams said. ‘Only let it carry him to have his wounds tended first.’ In response to Baynes’, questioning look, he offered an explanation. ‘I have generally found that an experienced sergeant will be better equipped than a young officer, sir.’

The statement amused Baynes. ‘That does have the ring of truth – the old servant oft-times eats and drinks better than his lord! Well, you must stay with me and we shall keep one of the hussars. Corporal, choose another man and stay with Captain Hanley.’

‘Sir.’

‘Hanley, follow on with those stout fellows’ – Baynes gestured at the Portuguese as they set off after the light dragoons. ‘Do everything you can to ensure that we secure the guns and the rest of their train. I dare say more soldiers will be coming along behind you?’ The question was directed at Williams, who looked for a moment at the two French squares and the supporting hussars on the highway.

‘The heavies are not far behind us, and part of my brigade not much farther behind them. We should be able to force the column to surrender. Though perhaps we should attend General Long to discover his intentions.’ From where they were, they could see the French around the road, but could not see much behind them of their own supports. There was no sign of the heavy brigade, although it must be close.

‘In a moment perhaps. Go, Hanley, be off with you and do not come back without plenty of cannon!’ Baynes dropped his voice. ‘And better yet one of those rogues for me to talk to. I’ll keep Williams so that he can recognise Sinclair or Dalmas if it turns out that they are with the column. Now, off with you.’

Hanley cantered towards the Portuguese, the corporal and the private just behind him. He exchanged greetings with the English colonel leading them, who showed no particular interest, but was happy for them to tag along. They dropped to a trot to match the two squadrons as they went steadily on, the ground rising a little before again dropping away. They passed a couple of bodies stretched on the ground, Frenchmen with their heads badly cut about, and a wounded light dragoon leading along some bloodstained and battered prisoners.

Once over the rise they could see the light dragoons chasing after their quarry, both now spread out.
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