

CHAPTER 1

Sharpe was thinking about breakfast when he was hit.

The choice was between salt pork or salt beef, neither with any bread and both tough as boiled boot-leather. He was about to choose the pork when the shot sounded, but so far away that he thought it unimportant. He dismissed the distant shot as a hunter in the far hills, and almost immediately the hunter’s shot hit him.

It struck his upper left thigh, glanced harmlessly onto the metal scabbard of his heavy cavalry sword and dropped to the ground. He stumbled from the impact, cursed and rubbed his thigh, which would be bruised.

Sergeant Harper stooped to recover the ball. ‘Bloody fine shot, sir,’ he said.

‘Bloody stupid shot,’ Sharpe retorted. He was gazing north-east and could just see a puff of smoke drifting in the almost still air. The smoke came from the rocky crest of a hill that had to be almost half a mile away.

He rubbed his thigh. He knew he was lucky, indeed his men called him ‘Lucky Sharpe’, but still shooting a musket at a target a half mile away was stupid. The ball had been slowed by the air until it was almost spent and lacked the power to pierce even the cloth of his overalls. It had smarted and would leave a bruise, but that was a lot better than a lump of lead deep in his muscles. ‘Bloody Crapaud,’ he said angrily. ‘I’ll have some pork.’

‘Wasn’t a Frenchman,’ Harper said. He tossed the musket ball to Sharpe, who caught it one-handed. ‘That’s one of ours.’

The ball was still warm. It was smaller than a rifle bullet, but larger than the ball fired by a French musket. The difference in sizes was minute, but Sharpe had been a soldier for nineteen years. He had enlisted in the 33rd when he was sixteen and since then he had fought in Flanders, India, Portugal and now Spain. He had been promoted to Sergeant in 1799 and four years later had been commissioned as an officer. Now, in the spring of 1812 he was a Major and wore the green jacket of a rifleman. Nineteen years of battle and every one of them as an infantryman, Sharpe knew that Harper was right. The spent musket ball, fired at such a ridiculous range, was British.

‘Here comes Cupid,’ Harper said in warning.

‘Don’t call him that,’ Sharpe said irritably.

‘Everyone else does,’ Harper responded, ‘you do!’

‘Sir! Sir!’ Lieutenant Love stumbled in his hurry to reach Sharpe. ‘Are you hurt, sir? Is it serious?’

‘It’s nothing, Lieutenant,’ Sharpe said dismissively. ‘A spent round.’

‘So the French are barring the road,’ Lieutenant Love said, gazing at the distant skyline, ‘that is grievous news, sir.’

‘It’s not the bloody Crapauds,’ Sharpe said, ‘that was fired by a partida.’ He used the Spanish word for the guerrilla fighters who dogged the French all across Spain. He tossed the musket ball away and turned back to the trees where his men had spent the night. ‘Dan! See anything up there?’

Daniel Hagman gazed at the distant crest where the puff of smoke had thinned and was drifting eastwards, then suddenly a dozen eruptions of smoke showed along the rocky skyline. The balls went God knows where and the volley’s ragged sound arrived an instant later. ‘They don’t like us, Mister Sharpe,’ Hagman said, amused.

‘Oh my Lord almighty!’ Lieutenant Love had dived behind the nearest tree trunk. ‘Partidas? Really?’

‘Really,’ Sharpe said flatly, then looked back to Hagman. ‘Say hello back to them, Dan.’

‘A pleasure,’ Hagman said. He lay on his back, propped his rifle barrel between his feet and sighted along the barrel. Sharpe saw him edge the weapon a touch to the left and knew Hagman was compensating for the small wind. ‘Want the bugger dead, Mister Sharpe?’

‘I want them scared.’

‘Scared it is,’ Hagman said and pulled the trigger.

The rifle’s sound was crisper than a musket and, unlike a musket, its bullet would be lethal at a half mile. ‘I reckon he needs new britches, Mister Sharpe,’ Hagman said, standing and fishing a new cartridge from his pouch.

‘But aren’t the partidas on our side?’ Lieutenant Love had crept out from his sheltering tree, ‘Are they not our allies?’

‘They are, Lieutenant, but those buggers don’t know which side we’re on.’

Lieutenant Love peered anxiously at the distant skyline where small drifts of powder smoke showed against the sky. ‘They suspect we may be French?’ Love sounded disbelieving.

‘That’s what the buggers think, Lieutenant.’

‘But …’ Love began.

‘They think the British wear red,’ Sharpe interrupted him. He led sixteen men, all but one of them riflemen wearing the dark green jacket of the 95th Rifles, while Lieutenant Love sported the dark blue coat of the Royal Artillery. ‘They think you’re a Crapaud officer and the rest of us are dragoons. Crapaud dragoons wear green.’

‘But dragoons have horses, sir!’

‘Dragoons are mounted infantry,’ Sharpe said, ‘or supposed to be.’

‘Then we’re in a pickle, sir,’ Love said. He straightened and stared belligerently down the long road which climbed to the far ridge. ‘There’s no cover between us and that hilltop! How can we approach without being slaughtered? Oh, if only I had a nine-pounder!’

‘You don’t,’ Sharpe said with a deal more asperity than he had intended, but in truth Lieutenant Courtney deVere Love was wearing Sharpe’s patience thin, a patience already scraped almost bare by this journey deep into enemy-held Spain. Another fusillade of musketry sounded, though none of the balls came close to Sharpe or his men.

‘I have a thought, sir?’ Love said eagerly, holding the hilt of his light cavalry sabre.

‘Try me,’ Sharpe said.

‘I have a spare white shirt, sir,’ Love explained eagerly. ‘Allow me to fix it to my sabre’s tip and it will serve as a flag of truce.’

‘You think the partidas will honour a flag of truce?’

‘They are supposedly Christians!’ Love said fiercely. ‘Even if they are Romanists.’

‘Lieutenant,’ Sharpe forced himself to sound patient, ‘I don’t care if they’re a band of bloody Methodists. If you walk out there waving a white flag they’ll take it as a sign of weakness and wait for you to get in range and then kill you.’

‘Surely not, sir! Aren’t these the very fellows we’ve been sent to meet?’

‘Probably,’ Sharpe allowed, ‘but they don’t know that. And they see a blue uniform and they’ll use you for target practice. And you’re a big fellow.’ Lieutenant Love was at least a foot taller than Sharpe, though hardly big because he was as thin as a ramrod. ‘I’d hate to lose you,’ Sharpe added unconvincingly.

Lieutenant Love looked crestfallen, ‘Then what do we do?’

‘Whatever Mister Sharpe suggests,’ Harper said firmly.

‘We go round the buggers,’ Sharpe said, ‘but first we pull back into the trees.’

‘But I need to inspect that road,’ Love pleaded, pointing to where the road climbed the ridge where the muskets still fired, their bullets either falling far short or flicking through the leaves of the low scrubby trees that grew in a shallow valley where a dry streambed led east.

‘You will inspect the damn road,’ Sharpe said, then ordered his men back into the cover of the trees. Their disappearance prompted an end to the desultory and useless musket fire from the distant ridge.

‘Will they follow us?’ Lieutenant Love asked nervously.

‘Not if they’ve got a lick of sense,’ Sharpe said. ‘They think they’ve driven us off and they’ll wait to make sure we don’t come back. And they reckon they’re in a perfect defensive place. Which they are.’

‘So …’ Lieutenant Love began.

‘So we push them off the ridge,’ Sharpe said. He was leading his men eastwards along the rocky bed of the dry stream. It fell, still shrouded by trees, into a much wider and deeper valley that ran south to north. Sharpe turned northwards, first going to the valley’s bottom where a stream foamed over rocks. ‘Keep your head down, Lieutenant,’ he told Love.

‘Down?’

Sharpe was following the stream northwards which meant that the ridge where the muskets had been fired lay to his left. The valley was deep enough to hide that ridge and Sharpe did not want the men there to see any motion in the valley. ‘You’re tall,’ he told Love. ‘If you can see the ridge’s crest then men up there can see you.’

‘Ah!’ Lieutenant Love half crouched. ‘You plan to go round them, sir?’

‘I plan to teach the buggers not to waste ammunition,’ Sharpe said grimly. The fact that the fools had shot British ammunition had persuaded him they were partisans, and probably the very partisans he had been sent to meet, though there was still a remote chance that the muskets had been fired by the French. Sharpe had been assured that he could expect to meet no Frenchmen on these barren hills. There was indeed plenty of French infantry, but they were in forts that were still six or seven miles away, and reports from the partidas indicated that they only left their strong forts to forage, and even that rarely. But even an occasional French forage party would not be armed with British muskets, which meant the shots must have been fired by the guerrilleros, the Spanish partisans who hated the French and waged a cruel and galling war against the occupiers. ‘We just have to find the buggers and convince them we’re on their side,’ Sharpe said.

He led his men a half mile northwards. ‘I never did get my breakfast,’ he said to Sergeant Harper.

‘I ate it,’ the big Irishman said, ‘that’s why I joined this bloody army, to get fed.’

‘I hope it choked you.’

‘Seemed a pity to waste it,’ Harper said, grinning.

Sharpe looked back along his file of resting men. ‘Dan! Here!’

Daniel Hagman, a poacher from Cheshire, came to Sharpe’s side. ‘Mister Sharpe?’

‘The ridge is up there,’ Sharpe pointed westwards, ‘I want you to have a look-see, Dan.’

‘Pleasure, Mister Sharpe.’

‘You want my glass?’

‘No need.’

‘Off you go.’

Hagman began scrambling up the valley’s steep side. ‘Can I go with him, sir?’ Lieutenant Love asked eagerly.

‘Wait here, Lieutenant. Rest.’

‘I really do need to see that road, sir,’ Love appealed.

‘You’ll see it, Lieutenant. Within an hour you’ll walk it.’

‘I do pray so, sir.’

‘Pray on, Lieutenant,’ Sharpe said curtly, then looked up to see that Daniel Hagman had settled beside a rock and was gazing intently upwards.

‘Wait here, Pat, I’ll be back,’ Sharpe said, then looked at Love. ‘Stay with Sergeant Harper, Lieutenant.’

‘Of course, sir,’ the Lieutenant said meekly.

Sharpe clambered up the slope, keeping to the grass so that the metal scabbard of his heavy cavalry sword did not clash against a rock. He climbed the last few paces slowly and carefully, then dropped beside Hagman and eased his rifle over a clump of coarse foliage.

‘Forty-three horses, Mister Sharpe,’ Hagman said, ‘and the buggers are on the ridge above.’

Sharpe could see them above, a line of men stretching away from him high on the rocky ridge. The men were ragged and dressed mostly in old Spanish uniforms that were much patched and faded by the sun. To their north, behind the ridge, a group of horses were picketed. He looked back to the men, all of whom had muskets. ‘They still think we’re south of them.’

‘That’s the way they’re looking,’ Hagman said. ‘Spaniards.’

‘Aye, they’re guerrilleros. Probably the ones we’re sent to meet.’

‘So I shouldn’t shoot at them again?’

‘Best not, Dan.’

Sharpe spent some minutes staring at the hill above him and reckoned he could climb up the southern edge of the ridge’s flank and stay out of sight of the men lining the long skyline. ‘I’m waiting to see if they bugger off,’ he told Dan.

‘I think they’re half asleep, Mister Sharpe.’

‘I’ll give them a few minutes.’ Sharpe suspected these were the men he had been sent to contact, but rather than startle them and provoke more musket fire he would prefer to wait till they had withdrawn and he could contact them more peaceably. ‘Have a nap, Dan,’ he said, ‘I’ll watch. Just don’t snore.’

He waited.

‘What’s he waiting for?’ Lieutenant Love asked.

‘He’s putting them to sleep, sir,’ Harper said.

‘Sleep?’

‘Easier to kill when they’re asleep.’

‘Kill!’ Love sounded outraged. ‘Those men are probably our allies!’

‘Aye, sir, but they shot at Mister Sharpe, and no one does that without getting a good kicking.’

‘He must forgive their mistake!’

‘He’s not a very forgiving officer, sir.’

‘If Major Sharpe causes harm to our allies, I will be forced to make a report.’

‘Won’t do any good, sir.’

‘Sergeant—’ Love began.

‘The thing is, sir,’ Harper interrupted him, ‘Mister Sharpe is in Nosey’s good books.’

‘Nosey? Oh, you mean Lord Wellington.’

‘Whenever Nosey’s in trouble, sir, he sends for Mister Sharpe, on account that Mister Sharpe is a devil.’

‘A devil?’ Love sounded shocked.

‘You’ve not seen him fight, sir. He’s a bloody savage in a fight.’

Lieutenant Love looked troubled. ‘I’ve no doubt he’s effective, Sergeant, but essentially this is a reconnaissance and a diplomatic mission to allies. It calls for subtlety and forbearance.’

‘But they sent us, sir, and essentially that means they want someone properly buggered.’

‘Do watch your language, Sergeant.’

‘Of course, sir, bloody sorry, sir.’

‘We come, we look, and we go,’ Love said, ‘no need for picking unnecessary fights.’

‘They have exploring officers to do the looking, sir, but Nosey picked Mister Sharpe, and that means he expects someone to get hurt. Probably wants it.’

‘But our orders are to come, look and leave without the enemy realising we’re here.’

‘We’ll do the reconnaissance, sir, don’t you worry about that, but Mister Sharpe will let the enemy know we’re here.’

‘He’ll disobey orders?’ Love sounded incredulous.

‘He’s Mister Sharpe, sir, and that’s what he does. He’s the best soldier in our army, sir, which is why Nosey likes him.’

Love shook his head. ‘Intelligence tells us there are at least a thousand French troops not far from here. And we are sixteen men. Major Sharpe is not a fool.’

‘No he’s not,’ Harper agreed, ‘and it makes me feel sorry for the Crapauds because they don’t know he’s coming. And he is coming, sir, right now.’ Harper nodded up the hillside where Sharpe was scrambling back down towards the stream. ‘Lord Wellington’s devil himself, sir.’

Sharpe gathered his men on the stream bank. ‘You filled your canteens?’ he asked and, when they all nodded, he jerked his head up the slope to where Hagman lay. ‘We’re going up there, lads,’ he said. ‘Single file. Sergeant Harper and I lead, Sergeant Latimer and Lieutenant Love at the rear.’ From the corner of his eye Sharpe saw Love about to protest, so hurried on. ‘We go silent!’ He stressed the word. ‘Make sure your rifle butts don’t hit a rock, and be bloody sure they’re not cocked. The idiots at the top of the hill are supposed to be on our side so we keep them alive.’

‘Pity,’ someone muttered.

‘Let’s go,’ Sharpe said, but before he could start back up the slope Lieutenant Love intercepted him.

‘Shouldn’t I be with you, sir?’

‘What happens if one of those buggers shoots me, Lieutenant?’

‘Surely that won’t happen, sir.’

‘They’ve already tried once. If I die, you’re in charge.’ And God help my men in that case, Sharpe thought. ‘And one of us must survive, which is why you’re in the safest place. And if the buggers do put a ball in my skull, Lieutenant, you listen to Pat Harper. He’ll know what to do.’

‘We’ll do our duty, sir!’ Love said.

‘And you bury me with my sword, Lieutenant. Where I’ll be going, I’ll need a good weapon.’ He left Love looking shocked and climbed to where Harper was waiting. ‘Bloody Cupid,’ he grumbled. ‘I told him to listen to you if I get killed, but if I were you, I’d slit his scrawny throat before he gets all of you slaughtered.’

‘Be a pleasure, sir,’ Harper said.

The two climbed the slope, going slowly in their care to be silent. ‘So who’s the fellow we’re meeting?’ Harper asked.

‘Calls himself El Héroe.’

‘The hero! He’s not very good.’

‘Supposed to be one of the best guerrilla fighters in Spain.’

‘A real hero, is he?’

‘Buggered if I know, Pat. Probably not.’

‘Just wishful thinking then.’ Harper was carrying his rifle in his right hand while over his left shoulder was slung his seven-barrelled gun, a monstrous weapon designed for the Royal Navy. Its seven barrels were bunched together and fired by a single flintlock which sparked the explosion which would gout seven half-inch pistol balls. The navy had wanted it to clear enemy sharpshooters from their rigging, but the gun’s recoil had broken men’s shoulders and only the strongest sailors could use the weapon. Harper was huge, almost as tall as Lieutenant Love and twice as broad, and totally capable of firing the massive weapon.

‘Is that toy loaded?’ Sharpe asked.

‘Of course.’

‘Maybe we’ll use it to wake the bastards up.’

El Héroe might be reputed to be one of the finest guerrillero leaders in Spain, but he had set no sentries to watch his flank and if Sharpe had been leading a company of French Voltigeurs he would have found El Héroe’s men easy meat.

They climbed higher and, looking to his right, Sharpe saw a silvery glint somewhere in the hilly land to the north. The River Tagus, he thought, sliding westwards in its journey to the sea. ‘That’s where we’re going,’ he spoke softly to Harper, pointing at the distant river.

‘Another day’s march then,’ the Irishman said.

‘Much less.’ Sharpe pushed on ahead, passing the place where he had watched with Hagman, then cautiously clambering up the flank of the ridge where the partisans waited. He stopped between two vast grey rocks where he could peer over the crest and see the guerrilleros still lining the long ridge. The nearest was some twenty paces away, a young man with long black hair and a dull red jacket. The young man was holding a British musket. It was cocked.

Sharpe ducked back and waited as his men assembled. Then, very obviously, he cocked his rifle. The two clicks sounded unnaturally loud to him and were followed by the same noise as his men pulled back their dogheads, but no sound came from the guerrilleros who still waited and watched the country to the south.

‘Wake ’em up, Pat,’ Sharpe said.

Harper exchanged his rifle for the volley gun, braced it at his hip, cocked it and pulled the trigger. It sounded like a small cannon firing and belched a cloud of thick powder smoke as the seven bullets seared into the sky.

‘Up, boys,’ Sharpe said and led his men onto the ridge’s top where they made a line with rifles at their shoulders. The guerrilleros were scrambling backwards from the crest, panicked by the noise, and now turned towards the riflemen.

‘Somos Ingleses!’ Sharpe bellowed, ‘Ingleses!’

‘E Irlandés, you dozy bastards!’ Harper shouted.

‘Rifles down, lads, make them safe,’ Sharpe ordered, then shouted again, ‘Somos Ingleses! Somos amigos!’

One man panicked and fired his musket, but he was over a hundred paces away and the ball went high. ‘Amigos!’ Sharpe bellowed, ‘Ingleses!’

Someone shouted from along the ridge and the guerrilleros lowered their muskets, though a few still stared suspiciously at the green-jacketed men who had suddenly appeared on their flank. The man who had shouted at them to be calm kept calling, telling them to hold their fire, then, accompanied by four companions, he started walking towards Sharpe.

‘That has to be the hero,’ Harper said, amused.

The man was an extraordinary figure, immaculate in a bright yellow uniform crossed by two white sashes. He wore thigh-length boots, had a sabre scabbarded at his side, the pommel of the hilt looked like a lump of gold, cast into a lion’s head. There was a gold-edged scarlet strip about his waist and his black cocked hat had a high white plume that nodded as he walked. ‘Dragoon uniform,’ Harper said.

‘Looks like a clown to me,’ Sharpe grunted.

The yellow coat had scarlet turnbacks and was lavishly embroidered with silver lacing. A golden star hung from a blue ribbon about the man’s neck and the broad white sashes of white silk were tasselled in scarlet. His cavalry breeches had a scarlet line down each side, tucked into the tall black boots which were polished and furnished with golden spurs that kept snagging in the coarse grass. He was a tall man, not young, but not old either. Sharpe guessed El Héroe, if it was indeed him, must be around forty years old. ‘Handsome bugger,’ Harper grunted. And that was true. El Héroe was as tall as Sharpe, well built and had a confident face, bright blue eyes and a firm jawline. He stopped some five paces from Sharpe.

‘Quién eres?’ he demanded brusquely.

‘Major Sharpe, 95th Rifles,’ Sharpe said. ‘And you are?’

‘Yo soy El Héroe,’ El Héroe announced grandly. ‘Hablas español?’

‘Not a word,’ Sharpe lied.

‘Fortune for you,’ El Héroe said slowly, ‘I have the English. You bring me rifles?’

‘I bring you riflemen.’

‘I demanded rifles!’

‘And you got them,’ Sharpe said, ‘with men trained to use them.’

‘You are Major?’

‘I am.’

‘I am General. You obey me.’

‘That’s usually how it works,’ Sharpe said.

‘You give me rifles, Major.’

‘No,’ Sharpe said.

El Héroe laughed and it seemed genuine amusement. ‘You disobey first order, Major, I like you! You bring money too?’

‘Gold,’ Sharpe said.

‘You give it now,’ El Héroe demanded.

‘When I’m ready,’ Sharpe said. He instinctively disliked El Héroe. Part of that dislike, he knew, was a Sergeant’s mistrust of officers. The army, Sharpe had long concluded, was run by the sergeants; men who knew their business, but who were commanded by younger men who knew less of soldiering yet who expected instant obedience. Sharpe had been a Sergeant himself. ‘You’ll get the gold,’ he told El Héroe, ‘when you’ve shown me what you want doing.’

‘I want you to kill Frenchmen!’ El Héroe paused, astonished by the tall, lanky figure of Lieutenant Love. ‘Who are you?’

‘Lieutenant Love, sir, Royal Artillery.’

‘You bring cannon?’

‘No, sir.’

‘Then why you come?’ El Héroe dismissed Love and looked back to Sharpe. ‘We go kill Frenchmen, Major. You have horses?’

‘We’re infantry,’ Sharpe said caustically, ‘we have shoes.’

‘Then follow me!’

Sharpe followed.

It had begun ten days before inside Badajoz, the Spanish border city that the British had captured. Sharpe still had nightmares of that attack, of the ditch of steaming dead, of the fires in the night and the screams of the dying. The South Essex, the redcoat battalion to which Sharpe’s riflemen were attached, had been ordered to remain in Badajoz where Sharpe had received an
























































































































































































































































































   
A rare opportunity to read an
early extract from
the next SHARPE

SHARPE’S STORM



   
‘Who are you?’ a woman demanded in accented English.

‘Major Sharpe.’

‘For dinner?’ She sounded surprised, perhaps because his uniform was so ragged and had not been helped by the rain and mud of the journey. Sharpe had staggered towards the blazing fire and now turned to see a handsome black-haired woman grinning at him. ‘You can’t go to dinner like that,’ she said sternly, ‘take off the jacket. Quick now!’

Sharpe sensed he could not win an argument with this confident, attractive woman and so he obediently tugged off the green jacket. ‘And those boots and the overalls,’ she said, ‘and wait there.’ She strode to a closet and brought out a big dark blue cloak, richly lined with scarlet cloth. ‘Put that on,’ she commanded, ‘and sit down.’

Sharpe obeyed again. His shirt was damp, but he was allowed to leave that on as he draped the thick cloak about his shoulders and sank gratefully into a chair close to the hearth. The woman, meanwhile, hung his overalls and jacket to dry, then started cleaning the mud from his boots. ‘I can do that,’ he protested.

‘Glory to God in the highest,’ she said, ‘a man who can clean his own boots! You just sit there, Major, and get warm. We have plenty of time before dinner. You want tea?’

‘Please, Ma’am,’ he said.

‘I am Candelaria,’ she announced. ‘Milk? Sugar?’

‘Both, please Ma’am.’

‘I told you,’ she reprimanded him, ‘I am Candelaria.’

‘Pleased to meet you, Candelaria.’ He stumbled over the unfamiliar name, ‘you’re Spanish?’

She spat onto the tiled floor. ‘I am Portuguese,’ she said proudly, taking a kettle from a hob by the fiercest part of the fire. ‘From Vimeiro. And you are Richard Sharpe from London.’

‘How did you know that?’ Sharpe asked in amazement.

‘His Lordship has talked of you. You, I think, amuse him.’ She smiled at that and spooned tea leaves into a pot.

‘Ah,’ Sharpe said and then was struck dumb as he realised who Candelaria was. There had long been rumours rippling through the army that Lord Wellington had a woman to warm his bed and Sharpe suspected he had found her, and that it was this woman who had accompanied his lordship through the whole campaign. Wellington, Sharpe decided, had good taste. ‘Are you cooking dinner, Candelaria?’ he asked.

‘I am only trusted with making his Lordship’s tea,’ she said, smiling again. ‘He has his own cooks. Your dinner,’ she gestured at a huge iron range across the kitchen, ‘is already in the oven.’

‘Mutton, I suppose?’

‘You know him! Ha! I am surprised he does not say “baa”!’

She dropped one of Sharpe’s boots and poured boiling water into a teapot. ‘One for you,’ she said happily, ‘and one for his Lordship. Shall I tell him you are here?’

‘Not till I’m dressed.’

She laughed at that and a moment later gave him a sturdy sensible china mug of tea and Sharpe, reflecting on his comfort as he sipped tea in a padded chair before a blazing fire, wondered how his battalion was faring on their bare hilltop in the seething rain. He drank his tea and watched Candelaria arrange a tray with a teapot, strainer, milk jug and sugar bowl, all of which she carried further into the house and, by the time she returned, Sharpe was asleep.

Candelaria woke him as the setting sun dimmed the kitchen that was now lit by lanterns. ‘You must dress, Major,’ she said and, to his astonishment, she gave him what appeared to be a new jacket and overalls. Even the metal scabbard of his heavy cavalry sword had been polished, while the stock of his Baker rifle appeared to have been oiled so it shone.

‘You washed these?’ Sharpe held up the jacket and overalls.

‘I just brushed them,’ she said.

‘Muito obrigado,’ Sharpe said fervently. The French cavalry boots actually gleamed in the candlelight, while his red officer’s sash, that had been greasy and stained by both blood and mud, now looked red again.

‘That sash was filthy because you wipe your hands on it.’ Candelaria said sternly.

‘I do.’ Sharpe confessed and used it to wipe oil off his rifle’s lock or grease from his sword blade.

‘Then stop it. It is an honour to wear it, Major.’

‘Yes Ma’am,’ Sharpe said, making her laugh.

She watched as he dressed. ‘Those overalls,’ she said, ‘are French?’

‘Yes.’

‘What happened to the Frenchman?’

‘I killed him.’

‘His boots too?’

‘Different Frenchman.’

‘Also dead?’

‘Yes.’

‘Well done, Major.’

Sharpe buckled the belt, the heavy sword hanging from its slings, then glanced at the rifle which he always carried. Candelaria saw the glance. ‘You cannot take that to dinner, Major.’

‘I suppose not,’ he said, reluctant to leave the rifle out of his sight.

‘I will look after it for you. You will find it in the room where you will sleep tonight.’

The realisation that he was to sleep in this temporary headquarters gave Sharpe a moment’s surprise, though Major-General Barnes telling him he wasn’t expected back till the next day should have prepared him. ‘Thank you,’ he said awkwardly.

‘I didn’t have time to polish the brass?’ Candelaria asked, indicating the brass furniture on the rifle. ‘You would like me to do it?’

‘Best not,’ Sharpe said.

‘No?’

‘The sun reflects off bright metal, and if the sun ever does shine again some Frenchmen have good enough eyesight to see it.’

‘Ah!’ she said, ‘you know your business.’

‘I hope so.’

‘Then you are ready. Let me take you to his Lordship.’

Sharpe followed Candelaria into a wide hallway hung with dripping cloaks and greatcoats where she knocked on a door and responded to the sharp answering bark of ‘enter!’

‘Major Sharpe, your lordship,’ Candelaria said, then backed out of the doorway leaving Sharpe alone with Field Marshal the Lord Wellington.

‘My lord,’ Sharpe said, coming to attention.

‘Ah, Sharpe! Come in, sit down. I see you smartened your uniform!’

‘Miss Candelaria did, sir,’ Sharpe said.

Wellington gave a grunt to that and waved towards a chair at the far side of his desk. ‘How are things on the east bank of the Nive?’

‘Quiet, my lord.’

Another grunt. ‘I doubt they’ll stay that way. Marshal Soult has an opportunity and he’d be a damned fool not to take it. On the other hand I’m not impressed by Soult, so perhaps he’ll leave us in peace.’ Wellington looked uncomfortable. He was holding a pencil in his right hand that he was irritably tapping on a document he had apparently been reading. The tapping suddenly stopped. ‘You’re effectively commanding the South Essex, yes?’

‘Indeed, my lord,’ Sharpe said, trying not to show the sudden excitement he felt.

‘While you’re here, Sharpe, I wanted to explain something to you,’ Wellington paused, throwing down the pencil. ‘You would think I know best who should be commanding the troops in this army, but there are gentlemen back in London who apparently think otherwise, and I cannot overrule their decisions.’

So, Sharpe thought, he was not about to be promoted. ‘I understand, my lord.’

‘Do you?’ The question was almost belligerent. ‘I don’t! They send me fools to command the finest troops in Europe!’ Was Wellington thinking of Sir Nathaniel, Sharpe wondered, but said nothing. ‘Those troops and you, Sharpe, deserve better. How long have we known each other, Sharpe?’

‘Almost twenty years, my Lord.’

‘Since you were Private Sharpe of the 33rd’s Light Company.’

‘Indeed, my Lord.’

‘If I could give you the South Essex, Sharpe, I would, but I can’t. I did ask, even recommended, but the answer has been no.’

‘Thank you for asking, my Lord.’

Wellington looked suddenly embarrassed. ‘I owe you much, Sharpe.’

‘I doubt that, my Lord.’

‘You doubt it! You remember Assaye?’

‘Indeed, my Lord.’ It was Sharpe’s turn to feel embarrassed.

‘Stories spread through armies like fleas on a hound, Sharpe, but I’ve never heard that tale, which I suspect means you’ve never told it.’

‘I haven’t, my Lord.’

‘I’m grateful for that too.’

‘I’m not sure I remember exactly what happened, my Lord.’

‘I do! I’ve never heard cursing like you cursed that day, and I’ve never seen a man fight as Sergeant Sharpe fought that day! You think I’ve forgotten?’

Sharpe said nothing at first. In truth he did not remember all that had happened, only that Wellington had been thrown from his dying horse and fallen among the enemy and Sharpe was the closest man to help him, and that opportunity had ended in a welter of killing which resulted in Sergeant Sharpe being made an officer. ‘It was a confusing day, my lord.’

‘A confusion which left me in your debt, Sharpe.’

Sharpe waved that comment away. ‘We were both doing our duty that day, my Lord.’

‘Don’t give me glib answers,’ Wellington snarled, ‘just know I have not forgotten, nor will I forget.’

‘Thank you, my lord,’ Sharpe said.

There was a sudden knock on the door which startled Sharpe. ‘Enter!’ Wellington called.

An aide appeared. ‘They’re all back, my lord,’ he said.

‘Thank you, Todd. None injured?’

‘Not a scratch.’

‘Thank the good Lord for that,’ Wellington said fervently. ‘Did they see what they wanted to see?’

‘They say so, my Lord.’

‘No doubt we’ll hear their report at dinner. Thank you, Major.’ He looked back to Sharpe and waited till the door closed. ‘We have visitors from the navy, Sharpe, and they wanted to look behind the enemy’s picquets and it sounds as if they were successful.’

‘The navy?’

‘With all this rain we need the navy. We’ll all be afloat soon.’ Sharpe smiled dutifully. ‘And the admiral,’ Wellington continued, ‘particularly wanted to meet you.’

‘Me, sir?’

‘So he said, which is why you’ll dine with us and take care of our visitors tomorrow,’ he glanced at a clock on the mantelpiece that wheezed loudly before laboriously striking five. ‘In one hour, Sharpe.’

‘Very good, my lord,’ Sharpe said, standing.

‘There’s a room across the hallway that serves as a mess,’ Wellington said. ‘I’m sure you can ring for tea or something stronger.’

‘Thank you, my lord,’ Sharpe said and turned to the door.

‘I just don’t want you to think I’m unmindful, Sharpe,’ Wellington said.

‘I never doubted it, my lord,’ Sharpe said honestly.

‘On your way, Major.’

‘My lord,’ Sharpe said and let himself out of the room and crossed the hall to find a comfortable parlour with a welcoming row of decanters on a sideboard. The room was empty, though warmed by a fire and Sharpe helped himself to a glass of red wine and dropped into an armchair beside the hearth. So another man was coming to take over the South Essex and Major Sharpe would lose command. He was disappointed, but when he remembered that he had begun as a private he could not feel surprised. Then he wondered why he was to ‘take care’ of the naval visitors. If he had his way he would ride back to the South Essex next morning, even tonight, though a sudden rattle of hard rain on the parlour windows made the thought of the return journey less inviting.

He heard voices in the hallway and wanting to discourage conversation with Wellington’s upper-class aides snatched a newspaper from a basket by the hearth and pretended to read it. It was an English newspaper and, as the door opened, he held it high to conceal his face. ‘Anything in the news?’ a confident voice demanded.

Sharpe was about to say there was nothing, but his eye had been caught by an article. ‘A man claims to have seen mermaids in Exmouth Bay.’

‘By the good Lord!’ a second voice exclaimed, ‘we must sail there immediately! Is that you, Major Sharpe?’

Sharpe reluctantly lowered the newspaper to see two Navy officers. One, who had black hair and an amused, saturnine expression, he had never seen before, but the other, burly, fair-haired and grinning, was Joel Chase. Sharpe dropped the paper and stood, ‘Captain Chase!’ he exclaimed with pleasure.

‘Rear Admiral Sir Joel Chase now, Sharpe!’

‘My congratulations, sir,’ Sharpe said.

‘Stay alive long enough and we all get shoved up the ladder,’ Chase said, then offered Sharpe his hand. ‘By God, it’s good to see you!’

‘And you, sir.’ Sharpe said. Joel Chase had been the captain of HMS Pucelle, a ship that had carried Sharpe into the thick of the battle of Trafalgar. Chase took hold of Sharpe’s hand and tugged him into an embrace.

‘Still alive, Sharpe! Well done!’

‘You too, sir!’

‘Allow me to name Captain Dickinson, my flag captain.’ Chase turned to his companion, ‘this is the rogue I told you of. Led my Marines in the capture of your ship!’

‘As I recall, sir,’ Sharpe said, ‘I followed you aboard that ship.’

‘And the Revenant is my flagship now,’ Chase said happily, ignoring the compliment. ‘Is that wine drinkable?’ he looked at the sideboard.

‘Hasn’t killed me yet, sir.’

‘Then let’s be about it. And what’s this about mermaids in Exmouth Bay?’

‘Just a newspaper report,’ Sharpe said.

‘Then it must be true, though I’m surprised Florence didn’t write and tell me! We live on the shore of the bay.’ Chase stooped and plucked up the paper and scanned the page. ‘The silly bugger fed her boiled fish! What a fool! Everyone knows you feed champagne and sweetmeats to mermaids! No wonder he lost her!’ He threw the paper down. ‘It is good to see you,’ he said again, ‘and I’m told you are to be our preserver tomorrow!’

‘I am?’

‘Wellington didn’t tell you? I gather that was why you were summoned here. I’ve been fighting the damned French for twenty years, Sharpe, but I’ve never observed the army in action, and Lord Wellington is allowing Captain Dickinson and myself a glimpse tomorrow.’

‘I can’t think he’s happy about that, sir.’

‘Oh, he’s not! He fears having to tell their lordships in London that he lost an admiral to the French! Which is why I think he insisted on having you as our guide and protector.’

‘So I can be blamed,’ Sharpe said.

‘First rule of the military,’ Chase said happily, ‘always have someone you can blame for disaster! Thank you, Dickinson,’ he took a glass of wine. ‘Mind you, Sharpe. Don’t blame Lord Wellington. I asked if you were with the army so it’s entirely my fault if you get blamed for my sad death.’ He raised the glass in a toast. ‘To happy memories, eh?’

‘Happy memories, sir.’

Chase downed the glass and held it out for more. ‘You remember young Harry Collier, Sharpe? A little sprog of a Midshipman?’

‘I do indeed, sir.’

‘First Lieutenant of a damned good ship now! And taller than you or me!’

‘Do remember me to him, sir.’

‘Oh, I will! And Clouter? You must remember him?’

‘I’ll never forget him, sir, he saved my life.’

‘He did? He never mentioned it. He’s Petty Officer Clouter now and you’ll meet him. He wouldn’t permit me ashore without coming to protect me. He’s a good man.’

‘The best,’ Sharpe said feelingly, remembering the enormous black man who fought like a devil. He had been freed from a slave ship and carried to the island of St Helena where all freed slaves were kept until there was a sufficient number to justify ships carrying them home to Africa. Joel Chase’s ship, the Pucelle, had put into St Helena and, ever short of seamen, Chase had asked for volunteers among the freed slaves and Clouter had been among those that stepped forward. And when the crew of the Revenant had tried to board and so capture Chase’s ship, Sharpe had slipped on a patch of fresh blood as a huge Frenchman, wielding a boarding axe, had hacked at him. Sharpe had been helpless. He tried to fend off the axe with his cutlass, then seen the man taking care to aim a last killing stroke when Clouter had run him through with a pike. Clouter had then plucked up the axe and led a maniacal charge into the French boarders, killing left and right. ‘He’s a bloody good man, sir,’ Sharpe said.

‘He’ll be pleased to see you again,’ Chase said, then paused because Sharpe had raised a hand. ‘What is it?’

‘Not sure, sir,’ Sharpe said. He crossed to one of the windows that faced north and threw it open, letting in gusts of chill wind and slaps of rain. ‘You hear it?’

‘Thunder?’ Sir Joel ventured, ‘but far away.’

‘The Crapauds,’ Sharpe said, ‘have two or three bridges across the Nive inside Bayonne. That noise is the rumble of wheels crossing those wooden bridges.’

‘And that’s important?’ Captain Dickinson asked coldly.

‘The only things heavy enough to make that loud a noise,’ Sharpe said, ‘are guns. The Emperor’s bloody guns. The bastards are moving them for a reason.’

‘Which might be?’

‘I assume an attack,’ Sharpe said, closing the window, ‘but though we can hear the noise we don’t know if they’re moving the guns to this side of the Nive or to the other.’

‘And that’s important?’ Dickinson asked again.

‘Our forces are split, sir. Half this side and half on the eastern bank. Marshal Soult outnumbers each half and it would be damned nice to know which half he intends to attack.’

‘I do hope it’s this side!’ Chase said enthusiastically, ‘it would be a pleasure to see you fellows give Boney a bloody nose!’

But whichever side it was, Sharpe knew his own fellows would be outnumbered and probably outgunned. And his fellows were on the east bank and he was at least six miles away, on the wrong side of the river, and feeling helpless.
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