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CHAPTER ONE

Major General Edward Barnes stamped his feet irritably. ‘New boots,’ he explained, ‘made for me in London, but they’re too tight. Hurt like buggery.’ He looked enviously at Sharpe’s cavalry boots. ‘Where do you have yours made, Sharpe?’

‘France, sir,’ Sharpe said, ‘and delivered to me by a cuirassier.’

‘And the overalls too, I see.’

‘Those as well, sir.’ The seat and inner faces of the cavalry overalls were reinforced with leather, while the cloth had been stained with blood and muck. He had taken them from an Imperial Guard Colonel, and both boots and breeches had served him well.

‘You’d better kill me a cuirassier, Sharpe,’ Barnes said.

‘A pleasure, sir.’ Sharpe did not take his eye from his telescope that was trained across a river at the countryside beyond. Behind him General Barnes and a pair of his aides were arguing about the river.

‘It’s the Nivelle, surely,’ one of the aides remarked.

‘It could be the bloody Mississippi, for all I care,’ Barnes snarled, ‘we still have to cross the bloody thing.’

The aide folded the map he had been consulting and pushed it into a saddlebag. ‘I’m sure it’s the Nivelle, sir.’

Barnes, normally a good-tempered man, grunted. Like the men under his command he was tired of the cold and of the endless rain. ‘You see them, Sharpe?’ he demanded.

‘Yes, sir.’

‘Train the glass east and say if you see any more of the scoundrels.’

Barnes, his two aides and Sharpe were on a hillside south of the river. The French were north of the river. Sharpe was certain that the enemy had spotted the small group of British officers watching them through telescopes, but that was none of his business. If Barnes wanted to be seen, then seen he would be. Sharpe obediently swung the glass east, seeing small wintry fields and, a half mile from the village, a big stretch of thickly wooded country. The trees were mostly leafless, but the wood was so dense that he could see nothing through the dark tangle of trunks and branches. ‘Can’t see any more, sir.’

‘We’ve been watching for two days,’ Barnes said, ‘and we reckon the scoundrels have picquets in that big wood. We see the relief men march out two or three times a day. As far as we know there’s nothing beyond that big wood, which means this village is the left flank of the river defences.’

Sharpe edged the telescope back to the village where he could see blue uniforms. It looked to him as though a battalion of French infantry was in the village, while on its southern edge, facing the river, he could see four of the powerful twelve-pounder cannons pointing south from the gaps of a makeshift emplacement made of earth-filled wicker gabions. ‘Those cannon are covering a ford that leads to the village,’ Barnes said, seeing where Sharpe’s telescope was trained, ‘they’re hoping we’ll cross it into their canister fire.’

Sharpe grunted, reckoning that Barnes intended the South Essex to be the battalion that would lead that crossing. Through the glass he could see the French gunners lounging near their cannons, and could even see a priming tube jutting from the vent of one of the guns that was obviously loaded and ready to fire. He edged the telescope left and saw that each of the guns had a priming tube. ‘Unpleasant prospect, sir,’ he said, lowering the telescope.

‘Suicide!’ Barnes said cheerfully, ‘but not for your lads, Sharpe.’

Sharpe hid his relief. ‘A few Riflemen up here could make life very unpleasant for those gunners, sir.’

‘A thought which had already occurred to me,’ Barnes said, ‘but it won’t be your Riflemen, Sharpe. Look east, see how the river bends?’

‘Yes, sir.’ About a mile to the east, the river’s course made a sharp turn. It had been flowing north from the foothills of the Pyrenees and the bend let the river run west towards the distant sea.

‘Just south of that bend, Sharpe,’ Barnes went on, ‘there’s another ford. I want your lads to cross it at dawn tomorrow, then evict the picquets from the wood.’

‘Yes, sir,’ Sharpe said with neither enthusiasm nor reluctance. He raised the telescope again and trained it on the edge of the village that faced the thick woods. He saw small vegetable plots, dung heaps, a scatter of sheds, but no emplaced cannon. ‘The French must know of the other ford, sir?’

‘They damn well should, it’s their bloody country. But we’ve seen no evidence of a picquet there. And they might consider it impassible. The recent rains have raised the water level. It’ll be a damned uncomfortable crossing, I’m afraid.’

‘You’ve seen the picquets being relieved, sir, how many are they?’

‘John?’ Barnes turned to one of his aides.

‘Best part of a battalion, sir.’

‘Why are they there, sir?’ Sharpe asked.

‘The bloody French aren’t complete fools, Sharpe,’ Barnes answered, ‘they know there’s a Spanish corps to our east and are guarding against an attack from that direction. They’re not idiots, so there must be a picquet on that road, but we haven’t spotted it.’ A road left the village and ran due east, skirting the northern edge of the woods before snaking off into low hills. The road led east, and the thick belt of woods had an eastern edge which Barnes seemed certain was guarded by enemy outposts looking east, which was the direction from which Sharpe was expected to evict the enemy outposts from the wood. He said nothing of that. ‘So we’re a diversionary attack, sir?’ he asked instead.

‘You are!’ Barnes said with false cheerfulness. ‘So you cross a deep river, Sharpe, get your men organised and turf hundreds of the rascals out of those woods.’

Sharpe nodded, but his mind was concentrating on the four formidable French twelve-pounders that guarded the river.
A French battery was six guns, so where were the other two? He suspected they were placed between the village’s houses and pointing towards the east, the direction from which a Spanish assault might come. That meant that the French had two defence lines, one barring the river and the other at right angles to face an attack from the east, and Sharpe, once across the ford, would be to the east of the village which could well be guarded by a pair of the enemy’s formidable twelve-pounder cannon.

‘Sharpe?’ Barnes interrupted Sharpe’s thoughts.

‘You want us to clear the woods, sir, and when we’ve done that, sir?’ Sharpe asked.

‘That’s the spirit! You notice,’ he had turned to his aides, ‘that Major Sharpe doesn’t say “if we do that”, but “when”!’

Neither of the aides responded, but just looked at Sharpe. They saw a tall man with black unkempt hair and scars slashing across his grim, sunburned face. He wore the French overalls and boots and a Rifleman’s green jacket that was scorched in places, deep-stained with blood and much patched. A heavy cavalry sword in a metal scabbard hung from slings suspended from his belt and on his right shoulder hung a Baker rifle. The sword and a faded red sash tied at his waist were the only items that marked him as an officer, while the rifle was the mark of a common soldier, but few soldiers, common or other-wise, wore the oak-leaf badge on his right sleeve which denoted that he had led and lived through an assault on a fortress breach, and the eagle on his shako’s badge commemorated the capture of one of the enemy’s prized battle standards. A most formidable-looking man, the aides both thought.

‘If I were the enemy’s commanding officer,’ Barnes said, ‘which thank the good Lord I’m not, I’d be most upset that my picquets had been routed and I’d try to reclaim the wood. So I’d attack you! Just hold them off, Sharpe, hold them off. I’ll have a battery of howitzers up here and we’ll rain holy hell on the bastards if they come for you, and once the 71st have crossed this nearer ford and captured the village you can join us for breakfast.’

‘Very good, sir,’ Sharpe said, collapsing the telescope. So, if Barnes was right, the French probably had at least two battalions in the sprawling village as well as a battery of twelve-pounders.

‘I know what you’re thinking, Sharpe,’ Barnes said.

‘You do, sir?’

‘That the northern bank of the river is seething with heathen Frogs and you’ll be stuck there while they assemble a demonic host to slaughter you.’

Sharpe nodded. ‘That’s more or less right, sir.’

‘They won’t,’ Barnes said with blustery confidence, ‘the scoundrels are spread along the northern bank from here to the Atlantic. Twenty miles, Sharpe! They know we have to cross the river to advance further into their fetid motherland, but they don’t know where we’ll cross, so they’re spread out! We’ll launch separate attacks in strength that will overwhelm the little darlings and panic them. Those scoundrels,’ he gestured at the village, ‘will call for help and be told there’s none available because the nasty British are crossing further up the river and could they please send men west to help defeat them. So they’ll call for help and the only answer will be “come  and help us!”, and by midday tomorrow they’ll realise that they’re in danger from both east and west and they’ll throw in the towel and bugger off northwards.’

‘To find another river to defend,’ one of the aides said quietly. Since advancing north from Spain the British had crossed the Bidassoa that had been strongly protected by fortified positions on its northern banks, and now they had to cross another river against an emplaced enemy.

‘And we’ll throw them off the banks of those rivers too,’ Barnes said firmly. ‘The Peer,’ he meant Lord Wellington, ‘wants us to capture Bayonne quickly and that’s not some piss-poor village like that,’ he gestured across the river, ‘it’s a bloody great fortress city! Then it’s north to Bordeaux and Christmas in Paris!’ That, Sharpe thought, was unlikely, it was already November and God only knew how many rivers would have to be crossed before the army reached Paris. ‘I’d like your lads to be at the ford by nine tonight, Sharpe,’ Barnes went on, returning to the more immediate problem. ‘I’ll send a man who knows the way to guide you, but don’t start panicking the scoundrels until dawn. You’ll hear four signal guns and that’s when you cross the ford and put the fear of God into the heathens.’

‘I thought,’ a snide voice sounded behind Sharpe, ‘that the four guns were my signal to advance.’

‘Ah, Sir Nathaniel!’ General Barnes did not sound welcoming. ‘We have made a slight change to the attack. I was on my way to inform you.’

‘So I do not advance at the signal?’ the newcomer asked in a tone that suggested General Barnes did not know his own business.

‘You wait, Sir Nathaniel, for my message. The guns provoke attacks along the whole river front, but you must wait until Major Sharpe provides a distraction.’

Lieutenant Colonel Sir Nathaniel Peacock, Sharpe knew of him but had not yet met him, gave a grunt that fully expressed his disapproval. ‘I doubt my troops need a distraction,’ he said pointedly, ‘we can overrun that scum,’ he gestured across the river, ‘in minutes.’

‘And you shall,’ General Barnes said, ‘when the right moment comes.’

‘And what do I do if Major Sharpe fails?’ Peacock asked.

‘Major Sharpe never fails, Sir Nathaniel,’ General Barnes said firmly.

Sir Nathaniel looked Sharpe up and down, noting the dirty ragged uniform, the frayed sash, the battered metal scabbard, and the rifle slung on his shoulder. He gave a sniff, evidently unimpressed. ‘Your fellows are adequate to the task, Sharpe?’

Sharpe, in turn, and with deliberate disrespect, looked Sir Nathaniel up and down, noting the highly polished shoes, silk stockings and an elegantly tailored red coat with the 71st’s yellow facings. Sir Nathaniel was the 71st’s new commanding officer, freshly come out from Britain and, if rumour in the brigade was true, a vain, bombastic mountebank. ‘My fellows are experts, Sir Nathaniel,’ Sharpe said.

‘Experts at what?’

‘Slaughtering Crapauds,’ Sharpe said curtly.

‘And so they are,’ General Barnes said heartily, evidently eager to end the obvious ill-feeling between Sir Nathaniel and Sharpe. ‘You wait for the signal guns, Sharpe, then cross the river, assault the wood and drive their outposts away. Panic them! You’re good at that.’

‘Yes, sir,’ Sharpe said, because what else could he say? He had his orders and would obey them because, at least once in a while, he was good at that too.

Thick clouds obscured the moon and, shortly after a Lieutenant Starkey had come to guide the Prince of Wales’s Own Volunteers to the ford, it began to rain. Sharpe had inspected his men in the dusk, making certain that none had a loaded musket. Their approach to the ford was meant to be silent and he dared not risk a man tripping and accidentally discharging his weapon.

The South Essex, it was much easier to think of them by their old name rather than as the Prince of Wales’s Own Volunteers, moved in single file, led by the Light Company. The first half mile was easy enough, they followed a hedge line that gradually dropped downhill. Sharpe carried his rifle in his right hand, the muzzle stoppered with a wine cork and the lock protected from the rain by a twist of rag. The wind and rain were bone-chilling cold, but at least they had left the Pyrenees, where, Sharpe had been told, the winter could bring deep snow.

Lieutenant Starkey, a thin young man as tall as Sharpe, suddenly spoke. ‘Pause here, sir.’

‘Halt and close up,’ Sharpe grunted to Harper, who had insisted on keeping Sharpe company, ‘and pass the order back. And order a count.’

‘It’s through thick woodland from here, sir,’ Starkey said. ‘There is a path and we marked a trail, but too damned easy to get lost.’

‘You marked it?’ Sharpe asked, wondering how anyone could follow marks in the night’s darkness.

‘Twine, sir, if I can find it.’ Lieutenant Starkey had moved a few feet away and was evidently trampling undergrowth as he groped among the trees. ‘We strung it this morning, sir,’ he called back softly as he still searched. Sharpe stepped cautiously till he found a tree he could lean on and half shelter from the west wind. Behind him he could hear men muttering and shuffling as the long line settled.

‘Found it!’ Lieutenant Starkey called. ‘Just edge towards me, sir.’ He paused, then added, ‘It’s a bit steep, sir.’

‘A bit …’ Sharpe began, then stopped speaking as his feet shot out from beneath him and he landed on his arse with a thump and slid down a slippery slope. His rifle fell from his shoulder, his sword scabbard clanged against something wooden and he felt his jacket rip as it caught on a branch. He ended on his back amidst thorns. He fumbled for his rifle and used it to help him stand. Once on his feet he swore viciously.

‘Sorry, sir,’ Starkey said, ‘I should have warned you. But easier going from here, sir.’

‘And how the hell,’ Sharpe said unhappily, ‘do I get a battalion down that slope?’

‘Sorry, sir,’ Starkey said again, ‘I should have brought a rope.’

‘There was none available,’ Sharpe said. He had thought a rope would be useful for crossing the river and had asked some Engineers who had denied having any such thing. ‘Sergeant Major?’ Sharpe called.

‘Sir?’ Harper called from above and behind.

‘Musket slings! I reckon you’ll need twenty. Tie them together and then lash one end around a tree where you are and toss the other end to me.’

That all took time, but after Sharpe had tied the loose end of the makeshift line to a tree trunk, the battalion slowly negotiated the treacherous slope and followed Sharpe to the river’s edge.

It was daunting. For a start the river was as black as the clouded sky, the only evidence of its existence was the beat of rain on the river’s surface and the heavy sound of water flowing, and Sharpe was irresistibly reminded of the River Styx. He had not learned of that river at school, for he had received no schooling, but when he was locked in the Tippoo Sultan’s dungeons in Seringapatam, his fellow prisoner, Colonel McCandless, had talked of many things and, in one of his pessimistic moments, McCandless had spoken of the dark river which every dead man had to cross. ‘The River Styx, Sharpe,’ McCandless had said, ‘is the way to hell! The Cauvery is like that!’ Yet the army had crossed the Cauvery and captured the city, but there was something baleful about the river which now confronted Sharpe.

‘You’ve crossed it?’ he asked Starkey.

‘Two times, sir.’

‘And?’

‘It’s deep, sir, but has a firm bed, and it’s no more than twenty yards wide. You can’t cross now, but General Barnes wants you to try at dawn. It will be easier then.’

Sharpe grunted. ‘How deep is it?’

‘Came up to my chest, sir. Probably a touch deeper now after all the rain, but there’s a big tree on the other bank and if you head straight for it you’ll be safe.’

‘Dawn, eh?’

‘Much safer then, sir.’

‘And you’re sure there’s no enemy picquet on the other bank?’

‘We’ve never seen one, sir. There are picquets at the river bend, but that’s a fair way north.’

Sharpe grunted again. If there were picquets on the far bank they must have heard the commotion of his men clambering down the steep slope behind, but he reckoned he must accept Starkey’s assurance that this ford was unguarded. ‘The river runs straight from here to the bend?’ he asked the Lieutenant.

‘Straight as the Thames at Henley, sir,’ Starkey said confidently.

‘I’ve never been to Henley,’ Sharpe growled.

‘It’s straight, sir,’ Starkey said, chastened.

‘So they don’t need a picquet here, do they,’ Sharpe pointed out, ‘because the buggers at the bend can see anyone crossing here.’

‘Not in this darkness, sir.’

‘And they don’t think anyone would be stupid enough to cross in the dark.’

‘I’m sure that’s true, sir.’

‘So it’s time for us to be stupid,’ Sharpe said.

‘But General Barnes …’ Starkey began.

‘General Barnes isn’t here,’ Sharpe interrupted the Lieutenant, ‘and I am. We cross now. In the dark.’

And I wish we had a rope, Sharpe thought, and he briefly considered making another line out of musket slings, but that would take time and he had no wish to wait till dawn when his men would be visible from the river’s bend to the north. ‘I’ll go first,’ he said.

‘I’m with you, sir,’ Harper muttered.

‘Then the Light Company,’ Sharpe went on, ‘Grenadiers last.’ He raised his voice slightly. ‘You hold onto the man in front with one hand, and the other hand holds your musket and ammunition up high. You’re coming with us, Lieutenant?’ he asked Starkey.

‘Of course, sir.’

‘Then hold onto Pat Harper. He’s a big bugger so you’ll be safe enough, and hold his rifle out of the river. He’ll have his toy gun to worry about.’ Sharpe meant that Harper would be holding his volley gun. Sharpe took the ammunition pouch off his belt and, holding the pouch and rifle in his right hand, felt his way to the river’s edge. ‘Hold onto me, Pat.’

‘Let me go first, sir.’

‘I’m almost there,’ Sharpe said and held onto a low branch with his left hand as he stepped down into the water. ‘We go slowly,’ he said, letting go of the branch and edging away from the bank.

‘Slow and steady, sir,’ Harper muttered, then, ‘Jesus Christ, the water’s cold!’

‘Slow and silent,’ Sharpe said harshly and stepped out. The water was cold and, worse, the current was powerful. It was only up to his knees and he could hear the river seething about his legs and trying to push him downstream. He took another step and the water came over his high cavalry boots. The footing was firm enough, but he sensed the current was veering him to his right with every tentative step. ‘We’ll take five steps forward,’ he said to Harper, ‘then one to the left.’

‘Five and one,’ Harper said. He was gripping one of Sharpe’s crossbelts while Sharpe held his rifle and pouch above the water.

The River Styx, he thought, death’s frontier, then he tried to push that gloomy thought away and quicken his pace. His foot slid on a stone of the river’s bed and he almost fell, but Harper’s strong grip held him upright. He muttered a curse as the water came to his waist. He could hear his men muttering as they came behind him and he took a pace to the left and pushed on, the water still rising. ‘The recruiting Sergeant didn’t tell me about this,’ Harper said, ‘the bastard.’

Five more steps and one to the left and the water was now up to Sharpe’s armpits and trying hard to sweep him down-stream. It was Harper who was resisting the heavy current. ‘It’s all nonsense, Sharpe,’ he could hear Colonel McCandless’s strong Scottish accent in his head, ‘we Christians know you cross the Jordan after death, not the Styx, but it’s still good manners to put a coin in the grave to pay the ferryman.’ And those words, conjured from a dungeon and spoken so many years ago, made Sharpe realise he had not taken an obvious precaution and he fumbled with his left hand in the pouch which held his spare flints and found a coin, which he flipped upstream. It was pure superstition, but he would pay the river for protection, and he hoped that protection would extend to his shortest men because the water was up to his neck.

He pushed on and sensed that the riverbed was rising. ‘Not far now,’ he muttered.

‘Thank the good Lord for that,’ Harper responded.

Sharpe’s right arm was aching with the strain of holding the rifle above his head, and it was the rifle that first warned him of the ford’s end when it tangled with the twigs of a low branch. The river was still above his waist, but another four paces brought him to a steep earthen bank. ‘Hoist me up, Pat.’

Sharpe was almost thrown up the bank to sprawl in leaf mould. ‘Stay there, Pat, and help the men up. Give me your volley gun.’

‘The bugger’s loaded, sir.’

‘I won’t fire it.’ Sharpe took the volley gun and felt his way through a short line of trees to a pasture beyond, and it was there that his waterlogged battalion slowly assembled. The Light Company came first and Sharpe took Rifleman Hagman aside. ‘You are all right, Dan?’

‘Never better, Mister Sharpe,’ Hagman answered, ‘though I had to jump up and down a bit to keep breathing.’

‘The enemy’s that way.’ Sharpe turned Hagman so he was facing downriver. ‘Have a look for them, Dan. Don’t let them see you, and for God’s sake don’t fire a shot unless you have to.’

Hagman was both Sharpe’s best marksman and his best scout. Older than most men in the battalion, Hagman had been a poacher in his native Cheshire and had the skills of a countryman. He could move through the night like a ghost, had superb eyesight and common sense, and now he vanished northwards towards the trees that evidently hid the enemy picquets.

‘There’s a fire up there!’ Patrick Harper muttered, sounding surprised.

‘Up where?’

‘That way, sir.’ Harper steered Sharpe by his shoulders, pointing him downriver. ‘Not a big fire, but it’s there.’

‘The bloody fools,’ Sharpe said, because he could now see the dim, small glow of a fire burning deep in the far woods. The French picquets, evidently tired of the cold, rainy night, had lit a fire. ‘Did all the men cross?’ he asked Harper.

‘Every one of them, sir. Some idiots fell in.’

‘Company commanders to me, Pat, and tell them to be quiet about it.’

It took time in the wet darkness to assemble the officers and give orders, but at last Sharpe was able to array his men in a line with the Light Company furthest east and the Grenadiers at the riverbank. He thought about ordering them to fix bayonets and sword bayonets, but decided to wait. A fixed bayonet made a musket or rifle more awkward to carry through hedges or woodland and, even though the darkness was thick, there was always the small chance of a reflected gleam from metal betraying their presence. It was enough that the battalion’s weapons were still without flints and would stay that way until Sharpe reckoned he could unleash his men.

‘You are going to wait until dawn, sir?’ Lieutenant Starkey was evidently worried that General Barnes’s orders would not be followed to the letter.

‘Near dawn, anyway,’ Sharpe said, ‘and the idiots have a fire in those woods.’

‘They do?’ Starkey sounded surprised.

‘Their officers don’t like being cold and wet, and I reckon that’s the centre of their picquet line. Nice of them to tell me.’

And why, he worried, had the enemy not placed a picquet on the ford where the South Essex had just crossed? They must know of its existence; they were in their own country and the local people would know of the ford. So maybe they did know and this was a trap? Perhaps the far trees did not hide a line of outposts, but a whole battalion? Or maybe they had discounted the ford, reckoning the winter rain had made it too deep to be practicable. Or maybe, Sharpe thought, he should stop worrying about maybes and decide his next step.

Which was the sensible one of letting his men rest, though their waterlogged uniforms, the cold rain and bitter wind hardly allowed for sleep. Sharpe sat with his back to a tree, rifle across his knees, and felt himself sinking into a doze when a voice hissed nearby. ‘Mister Sharpe?’

‘Dan?’

‘It’s me, Mister Sharpe.’ Hagman, silent as a snake, settled close by.

‘What did you find?’

‘Picquets, Mister Sharpe, a half-dozen of the buggers on the treeline.’

‘Just six men?’

‘Six squads of four or five men each, and a score or more near to a fire in the woods.’

‘We saw the fire,’ Sharpe said. ‘Sounds like an understrength company.’

‘Half a company,’ Hagman suggested, ‘with the other half relieving them at dawn?’

‘That makes sense, Dan. How close did you get?’

‘Near enough to hear them squabbling, Mister Sharpe.’ Hagman sounded amused.

‘Did you get a chance to reach the end of their line?’

‘It stretches from the bend in the river to the road,’ Hagman said, ‘and there’s a fair-sized hedge and a ditch at the road’s edge. I didn’t cross the road, but I reckon they’re only guarding the wood’s edge so the end of their picquet line is the road.’

Sharpe hesitated, thinking about what Hagman had said. If Dan was right then the enemy’s picquets were lined north and south, presumably to warn of an approach by Spanish troops from the east. ‘How certain are you that their picquet line doesn’t go beyond the road?’

‘Pretty sure, Mister Sharpe. They had an officer visiting the picquets and he stopped at the road, bitched to the lads there, then buggered off back into the woods.’

‘You saw that?’ Sharpe asked, incredulous.

‘The silly bugger was smoking a pipe. I could smell it, see it sometimes, and off he went with it.’

‘So no picquets beyond the road?’

‘I reckon not, Mister Sharpe. Far as I could see the land north of the road is pasture, so the picquets in the wood can see across it.’

Odd, Sharpe thought. If the French truly feared the Spanish Corps that was advancing to the east then they would surely guard against it? Or perhaps they knew that the Spaniards were a good distance eastwards and thus no threat, which suggested they only feared an assault from the south which, in turn, suggested they knew of the ford and were confident their outposts could detect any attempt to cross it. But the ford was crossed and the enemy was none the wiser.

‘So if we can cross the road and go north,’ Sharpe spoke softly and slowly as an idea tempted him, ‘we could get past their picquet line?’

‘I reckon so, Mister Sharpe,’ Hagman said.

‘Well done, Dan, see if you can find Captain d’Alembord and bring him here.’

Hagman vanished as silently as he had arrived and Sharpe waited. Lieutenant Starkey had listened to Hagman’s report and cleared his throat. ‘Sir?’

‘Lieutenant?’

‘You’re thinking of outflanking them, sir?’

‘Maybe.’ Sharpe was unwilling to discuss the idea with Starkey.

‘General Barnes …’ Starkey began.

‘… wants me to clear the picquets from the wood, I know,’ Sharpe growled, ‘because he wants the French to think the attack comes from the east, not the south. And what, Lieutenant, is the purpose of that?’

Starkey thought for a moment. ‘To capture the village, sir?’

‘Exactly.’

‘And that’s the responsibility of the 71st, sir,’ Starkey said firmly.

‘Who are going to face a battery of twelve-pounders firing canister at point-blank range.’

‘It won’t be easy for them, sir,’ Starkey allowed.

‘And under a new commanding officer who has never experienced action,’ Sharpe went on.

‘I’m sure Sir Nathaniel will do his duty, sir,’ Starkey said reprovingly.

‘To die gloriously for his country?’ Sharpe asked scathingly. His brief encounter with the 71st’s new commanding officer had not impressed Sharpe. Lieutenant Colonel Sir Nathaniel Peacock had struck him as a pompous overbearing Englishman who had been given command of a tough Scottish regiment. He had never fought, his career having been spent in garrison duty, but rumour said he had arrived in France confident that he knew better than anyone how the French could be beaten. ‘I’ll tell you what Sir Nathaniel will do,’ Sharpe went on to Starkey, ‘he’ll form his men in column of companies and march them straight at the ford by the village, and the Crapauds will open fire with canister and the 71st will die. It will be a massacre. The man’s an idiot.’

‘Oh, that’s not fair, sir!’ Starkey remonstrated. ‘Maybe he’s a little over-confident, but if we succeed, the French will be looking east, not across the river.’

‘They could be gazing at the moon, but they can hardly miss a battalion forming up on the river’s southern bank, and those twelve-pounders aren’t there as decorations.’ And the moment the French heard the signal guns which would trigger the British assault, they would realise that trouble loomed the whole length of the river and would double their attention on the southern bank.

‘Sir Nathaniel’s orders are to wait for your capture of the wood, sir, before crossing, and I’m sure our attack on the wood will keep the French distracted.’

‘Distracted?’ Sharpe sounded scornful. ‘What will distract them is a battalion assault across the river. Repel that and they’ll have plenty of time and men to deal with us.’ Footsteps sounded nearby and Sharpe turned towards the sound. ‘Is that you, Dally?’

‘It is, sir,’ Peter d’Alembord answered.

‘Dan Hagman’s going to lead you through a hedge, across a road, and then through some pasture. It must be done in total silence, and the rest of the battalion will follow.’

‘Total silence, sir?’

‘If the buggers hear us, we’ll fail. No flints, Dally.’

‘No flints, sir,’ d’Alembord acknowledged. Taking the flints from each musket and rifle’s locks would ensure there was no accidental discharge.

‘And Dan?’

‘Mister Sharpe?’

‘Go a ways eastward to stay out of their hearing.’

‘I will, Mister Sharpe.’

‘How long till dawn, Dan?’

There was a pause as the old poacher looked at the sky. ‘Three hours, Mister Sharpe.’

‘Long enough,’ Sharpe said, hoping he was right.

The rain had become heavier and at least the sound of it would cover the inevitable noise a battalion must make as it trampled through the fields. It took time to give the battalion its orders, but at last the men were lined in the same formation that had crossed the river. Sharpe walked the length of the column, hissing that any man who accidentally discharged a musket would face his wrath, then took his place just behind Rifleman Hagman at the column’s head. ‘Let’s go, Dan.’

Hagman led them away from the river, going eastwards until a thick hedge blocked the way. ‘North now, Mister Sharpe,’ the old poacher muttered. Sharpe guessed they were now some two or three hundred paces east of the French picquets who would be shivering at the wood’s edge. Lieutenant Starkey had stayed with Sharpe, constantly trying to discover exactly what Sharpe planned, until Sharpe abruptly told the young man to be silent. Sharpe followed Hagman, and from behind him he could hear boots swishing in the long wet grass, muttered curses, and the occasional knock of a musket hitting a canteen, sounds that seemed abnormally loud to him, but no challenge shouted across the field and, besides, the wind in the leafless trees of the wood probably drowned the sounds of Sharpe’s men. Then Hagman stopped.

‘Dan?’ Sharpe whispered.

‘Another hedge, Mister Sharpe. It’s the road.’

And Hagman had already discovered that the French picquets stretched as far north as the road, which made the idea of using the road to approach the village impossible. ‘We have to cross the road into fields the other side,’ Sharpe whispered to Hagman. ‘We’ll wait here.’

‘I won’t be long, Mister Sharpe,’ Hagman said encouragingly and disappeared into the wet darkness.

‘Sir?’ Lieutenant Starkey said unhappily.

‘Keep your voice down,’ Sharpe retorted.

‘Sorry, sir,’ Starkey said in a hoarse whisper, ‘but what are we doing here?’

‘We’re getting bloody wet and cold,’ Sharpe snapped. He was tired of the Lieutenant’s constant nagging. Starkey was frightened that by disobeying General Barnes’s explicit instructions to wait until dawn, Sharpe was risking the success of the planned capture of the village. ‘What are we supposed to be doing, Lieutenant?’ Sharpe added in a kinder tone.

‘We’re supposed to clear the wood of their picquets, sir.’

‘And what good will that do?’

‘Distract the enemy, sir.’

‘And do you think for a moment that the French won’t notice eight hundred Scotsmen forming on the south bank?’

‘They’ll notice, sir, but they’ll be alarmed by fighting on their left flank.’ He paused. ‘That’s what General Barnes wants, sir.’

‘What General Barnes wants,’ Sharpe said firmly, ‘is to capture the village.’

‘But the 71st—’ Starkey began.

‘The 71st will still face a battery of twelve-pounders and God knows how many infantry. The poor bastards will be slaughtered.’

‘But if the enemy has detached troops to face the wood, sir—’

Sharpe interrupted him again. ‘What’s the first thing the enemy picquets will do if we assault the wood?’

‘Fight us?’ Starkey suggested weakly.

‘They’ll withdraw, Lieutenant, just like ours would if it was the other way round. They’ll retreat to the village and form line there, and as it would be dawn when we attacked, their relief will be ready to reinforce them. So we’ll end up in a firefight. We’ll win that firefight because we’re better than they are, but the twelve-pounders will still be killing Scotsmen and there’s bugger all we can do to help.’

‘General Barnes has the 50th ready to help the 71st, sir,’ Starkey said.

‘And they’re a good battalion too,’ Sharpe said, ‘but canister will shred them as easily as it shreds Scotsmen, and meanwhile we’ll be advancing across an open field against infantry protected by the village buildings and, I suspect, a pair of twelve-pounders.’

Starkey hesitated, plainly unhappy by Sharpe’s certainty. ‘General Barnes knows what he’s doing, sir,’ he said plaintively.

‘He does,’ Sharpe said, ‘and that’s why he sent me.’

That was an arrogant claim, but it silenced Starkey who settled in the wet grass beside Sharpe. In truth Sharpe felt no certainty, and knew he was disobeying his orders and, worse, he had no confidence that his manoeuvre in the night would work. He remembered the disastrous night attack in India, how the troops had blundered around in the darkness and officers shouted contradictory orders as a well-positioned enemy rained musket and rocket fire on the attackers. Lieutenant Colonel Arthur Wellesley, not yet Lord Wellington, had been furious at the failure, vowing never to fight a night action again, and now Sharpe was planning just such a fight against a well-emplaced enemy of unknown strength.

‘Going around the buggers, are we?’ an amused Irish voice muttered from Sharpe’s right.

‘We are, Pat.’

‘That’ll wake them up, sir.’

‘It will.’ Sharpe paused. ‘We’ll go in with the Grenadiers first,’ he whispered.

‘Right up their arsehole, sir.’

‘We have to make it quick and nasty,’ Sharpe said, ‘because I want to kill those gunners.’

A slight rustling to his right alerted Sharpe to Hagman’s return. ‘Mister Sharpe?’ the old poacher called softly.

‘Here, Dan.’

‘Two gates, Mister Sharpe, not a hundred yards thataway.’ From the sound of his voice Hagman was evidently pointing west, the direction from which he had approached. ‘And once over the road it’s open pasture. A few cows, all asleep.’

‘Beef for breakfast!’ Harper murmured happily.

‘Well done, Dan.’ Sharpe nudged Harper. ‘Get everyone moving, Pat. Still no flints, tell them we’re being forced to go nearer the enemy and I’ll disembowel any man who makes a noise. Grenadiers first and meet me at the gate Dan just found. It’s that way.’ He found one of Harper’s arms and pointed it westwards.

‘Sir!’ Lieutenant Starkey pleaded. ‘We can’t disobey General—’

‘I’ll disembowel you if you speak again, Lieutenant,’ Sharpe growled before looking towards Hagman. ‘Lead on, Dan.’

Quick and nasty, Sharpe thought, very quick and bloody nasty, but for whom?




CHAPTER TWO

It all took time, too much time, precious time. When the battalion reached the gate that Hagman had discovered, and where Sharpe reckoned he was safely out of earshot of the closest French picquet in the woodland, he had hissed to each company in turn the vital necessity for absolute silence. ‘You’ll die if you make a noise,’ he had stressed, and naturally a joker in number two company had greeted that warning with a loud fart, which started them laughing. Miraculously neither sound reached the ears of any Frenchman.

‘I’ll have that bastard digging latrines for a month, sir,’ Captain Carline promised.

‘You know who it was?’

‘Oh I know, sir,’ Carline said menacingly.

‘Just keep his arse quiet till it’s over,’ Sharpe said and moved on to the Light Company. He had been angered by the noise, but reflected he would rather have his men laughing than grumbling.

They had crossed the road quietly enough and, once in the pasture beyond, turned back westwards. The rain persisted and its noise, along with the wind’s gusts, helped hide the sound of boots in the grass. They went slowly, very slowly, and slowed even more when Hagman whispered to Sharpe, ‘Crapaud picquet other side of the road, Mister Sharpe.’

‘You’re sure, Dan?’

‘I can smell the buggers.’

They had reached the place where the thick woodland grew on the road’s southern edge, and the evident limit of the French outposts. All Sharpe could smell was the rich reek of cow manure, but Hagman insisted he could smell burning tobacco and Sharpe trusted him. He ordered Sergeant Henderson to stay at the spot and warn each passing company of their proximity to the enemy, then crept on. After a while he became aware of small glows of light ahead and to his left, and realised it had to be fires or lanterns burning in the village. A dog barked there and immediately afterwards a challenge was shouted from across the road. ‘Qui va là?’

Sharpe froze, as did every other man. Lieutenant Starkey, close behind Sharpe, whispered, ‘I speak French, sir.’

‘Quiet!’ Sharpe hissed back, then sensed that Pat Harper was moving again. There was a thump, then a cow moaning in protest, and French voices muttering across the road. One of the enemy picquets chuckled, evidently content that the alert sentry had merely heard a cow.

‘Gave the bugger a good kicking,’ Harper whispered as the cow lumbered away.

‘Wait!’ Sharpe hissed.

So there was a French picquet across the road? He sensed it was about at the western limit of the woodland with nothing between it and the village except for the field which General Barnes had suggested Sharpe cross. Which meant he was not close enough and must move on past a picquet not a dozen yards away that had been alert enough to hear his men’s steps.

‘Lieutenant,’ he whispered.

‘Sir?’ Starkey whispered back.

‘Stay here and warn the men of this picquet. Total silence! Best to go back twenty or thirty paces to warn them before they get here.’

‘Where will you be, sir?’

‘Right opposite the village. Any place we can cross the road. Go.’

Starkey crept a few paces back the way they had come and Sharpe went on ahead. He guessed that the cow pasture would have another gate facing the village and so it proved. He stopped there and the small light from the village showed that the road’s far side had no fence or hedge, but Hagman, whose eyesight at night was legendary in the battalion, whispered there was a ditch there. ‘It’ll be flooded, Mister Sharpe.’

‘Then we jump, Dan.’

But he must wait first. Gradually the rest of the battalion gathered behind Sharpe who crouched in the pelting rain. His rifle was unloaded, but he reckoned it would be impossible to load in the soaking rain, not without dampening the powder, so he left the cork in the muzzle and eased his huge sword an inch or two out of the scabbard to make certain it would come free. It was only when he detected the smallest grey light in the east that he whispered the order for his men to replace their flints. There was a succession of clicks as men pulled their dogheads back to half cock, then rustling as men fitted flints into the folded leather pads and screwed the dogheads tight. There seemed to be no picquets at the village’s edge, though more than once Sharpe saw the shadows of men passing in front of the small firelights glowing in the village street. Once the noise of the flints being replaced had subsided Sharpe whispered that his men must fix bayonets and he flinched at the metallic sound of bayonet sockets being pushed onto musket barrels and twisted to lock them in place. There were even louder noises as his Riflemen forced their sword-bayonets into place and the spring-loaded locking buttons clicked, but mercifully the sound appeared not to have alerted any enemy, the closest of whom had to be sleeping not forty yards away.

The light in the east grew slowly, dulled by the thick clouds, but just bright enough for Sharpe to see his men as dark shapes crouching in the pasture. The closest men were from Harry Price’s Grenadier Company, supposedly the biggest and strongest men in the battalion. Sharpe crouched beside Captain Price. ‘Your lads are coming with me, Harry.’

‘Thought so, sir.’

‘We go fast and nasty, straight down the street.’ Peering through the gate, Sharpe had seen the main, indeed the only, street running from the road to the ford. It was not properly a street, but rather an elongated village green which divided the settlement into two halves, each with about a score of cottages. ‘We go straight to the riverbank,’ Sharpe went on, ‘which means we’ll leave some enemy behind us, but we’ll let the rest of the battalion deal with them. Our job is to get to the twelve-pounders and slaughter the gunners. The Light Company and Number Three will be with us. Stress to your boys that they’re to treat the civilians well; no murder, rape or theft.’

‘I’ve got six Spaniards, sir, they won’t like that.’

‘Damn what they like! Tell them I’ll put them in front of a firing squad if they disobey.’

‘They won’t believe you’d do that, sir.’

‘Then convince them I mean it, Harry.’

Lord Wellington had made one thing absolutely clear, that French civilians were to be treated honourably. Food had to be paid for, not stolen, and any crimes against civilians were to be punished savagely and, ever since the troops had crossed the Bidassoa, that rule had been largely obeyed. It was not kindness, but sheer practicality. The French armies were notorious for their treatment of conquered territories, and their ravages and rapacity had made them hated, giving birth to the partisan bands which had sought revenge by plaguing the French in Spain and Portugal. Those partisans had fought the French with a cruel savagery that prompted an equally savage response, leaving thousands dead and whole communities destroyed. Wellington’s fear was that the French peasantry, if treated badly, would form their own partisan bands to harass his army and, so far, that had not happened. The British troops were, on the whole, content to treat French civilians well, but the Spanish troops were understandably eager to revenge themselves on the homeland of the men who had tortured Spain and there were rumours that such units would be sent home, but that would not solve the problem of the hundreds of Spaniards who had been allowed to volunteer into the British army. Sharpe had several such men and knew they needed watching in case they decided to revenge their country. ‘Tell your men I’ll have thieves flogged, and rapists and murderers hanged,’ he finished.

‘I’ll tell them, sir,’ Price said.

Sharpe moved on around the field, cursing the rain that still hammered down unmercifully. He would attack the guns at the river’s edge with three companies, leaving five. A battalion should have ten companies, but even with the recruits he had brought back from Britain, Sharpe only led six hundred and forty-three men, so he had reorganised the battalion into eight companies. Two of those would clear the houses to the west of the street, and two others would deal with the eastern side, leaving the last company as a reserve to intervene if needed and to guard the prisoners he expected to take. The majority of the French infantry, he knew, would be billeted in the small cottages. ‘You’ll have to break the doors down and get in fast,’ he told his men, ‘disarm the buggers and get them into the open where we can guard them.’

‘Won’t breaking the doors down
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