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is for 
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My wonderful dog
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PART ONE

The Fortress






CHAPTER 1

There were three men on the ridge top. Two were alive.

One of the two, a tall, lean man, his face darkened by sun, was wielding a pickaxe, slamming the blade down into the stubborn earth. The top twelve inches of digging had been easy, but the hard rain of two days before had not loosened the thick clay soil beneath and the pick was striking hard, but not deep. ‘This’ll take all bloody day,’ he grumbled.

‘Let me do it,’ the second man said. He was even taller, a burly hard-muscled man who spoke in an Irish accent. ‘You take the shovel.’

‘I want to do it,’ the first man said surlily and slammed the pick down again. He was stripped to the waist, wearing only a crude straw hat, calf-length boots, and French cavalry overalls. His shirt and his green Rifleman’s jacket were hung on a nearby tree, together with his heavy cavalry sword, a tattered red officer’s sash, and a rifle.

‘I told you to dig the hole in the valley,’ the bigger man said. ‘Ground’s softer down there.’

‘It has to be up here, Pat. Dan always liked the high ground.’

‘I’ll miss Dan,’ Patrick Harper said wistfully.

‘Bloody Frogs.’ The pickaxe hammered down again. ‘Give me that shovel.’

‘I’ll shovel it,’ Harper said, ‘make room.’ He jumped into the shallow grave and scraped out some loose soil and stones.

The officer walked to the tree and took down his rifle. ‘I’ll bury this with him,’ he said.

‘Why not his own rifle?’

‘Because his is better than mine. Dan won’t mind.’

‘He looked after his rifle, that’s for sure.’

Dan Hagman’s corpse lay on the grass. He had been killed by a French Voltigeur in the battle that had been fought on the ridge just one day before. Most of the battalion’s dead were being buried in a shallow grave on the lower ground close to the château of Hougoumont that still smoked from the fire that had destroyed the main house. Another fiercer and larger fire burned closer to the château, and the stink of it wafted up the ridge.

The officer crouched beside Hagman’s corpse and gently touched the dead man’s face. ‘You were a good man, Dan,’ he said.

‘He was that.’

The officer, whose name was Richard Sharpe, flicked a piece of dirt from Dan Hagman’s green jacket that had been cleaned and mended by one of the battalion wives. Sharpe had washed Hagman’s face, though no amount of washing could erase the rash of powder burns scored into Hagman’s right cheek, each burn thrown up by the explosion of powder in his rifle’s pan. ‘We should say a prayer,’ he said.

‘If we ever make his grave deep enough,’ Harper grumbled.

‘You can say it. You’re a Catholic?’

‘Christ, I haven’t seen a church in ten years,’ Harper said. ‘I doubt God listens to me.’

‘He doesn’t even know I exist. I wonder if Dan prayed?’

‘He sang a nice hymn, so he did,’ Harper said. He took the pickaxe and drove it deep in the ground. ‘We’ll soon have this done,’ he said, loosening the hard-packed soil with a heave.

‘I don’t want the foxes digging him up.’

‘We’ll put rocks on top of him.’

Sharpe had made a wooden cross from the shattered backboards of an artillery wagon. He had used a red-hot bayonet to burn Dan Hagman’s name into the crosspiece, then added ‘Rifleman’. He arched his back, trying to work the pain from his muscles, and stared across the shallow valley where the battle had been fought. There were corpses everywhere, men and horses, while the crops were flattened and scorched by artillery fire. ‘God, that stinks,’ Sharpe said, nodding down the slope to where the fiercer fire was being fed with timber cut from the wood beyond Hougoumont. Men were also carrying French corpses to the fire and throwing them onto the flames. The British dead were being buried, but the enemy would burn their way into eternity. Sharpe dropped the wooden cross and picked up the spade.

‘Officer coming,’ Harper said in warning.

Sharpe turned to see a cavalry officer coming towards them. ‘Not one of ours,’ he said dismissively, turning away to scrape at the soil Harper had loosened. The approaching officer had sky blue trousers and a dark blue tunic crossed with a golden sash. To Sharpe’s eyes the uniform looked unnaturally clean. The men who had fought on this ridge were filthy, their uniforms stained with mud, darkened by blood, and scorched by powder burns, but the young cavalry officer appeared elegant and polished.

‘The bugger’s talking to Sergeant Huckfield,’ Harper said, eyeing the horseman, who had stopped beside a group of redcoats who were cleaning muskets gathered from the battlefield. One of the redcoats gestured towards Sharpe, who swore under his breath, making Pat Harper laugh. ‘Trouble will find you,’ he said.

The elegantly uniformed officer turned his horse and spurred towards Sharpe and Harper. He saw what they were doing and grimaced. ‘I’m told you men know where I can find Lieutenant-Colonel Sharpe,’ he said. He had a crisp voice which, like his well-groomed horse and expensive uniform, spoke of money.

‘You’ve found him, your honour,’ Harper said, exaggerating his Irish accent.

‘You?’ The officer stared at Harper with disbelief.

‘I’m Colonel Sharpe,’ Sharpe said.

If the cavalry officer had found the thought of Harper as a Colonel unbelievable he seemed to find Sharpe even more preposterous. That could have been because Sharpe had his back turned and that back was crossed with the scars of a flogging. Sharpe tipped back his straw hat as he faced the newcomer. ‘And you are?’

‘Captain Burrell, sir. I’m on the Duke’s staff.’

‘Lord Burrell?’ The scorn in Sharpe’s voice was unmistakable.

‘A younger son, so no, sir.’

‘What can I do for you, Burrell?’

‘The Duke wants to see you, sir.’

‘He’s still in Waterloo?’

‘In Brussels, sir. We rode there this morning.’

‘I’ll have to finish here first,’ Sharpe said, and drove the spade into the earth. ‘And I need to shave.’ He had not shaved in four days and the stubble was dark on his cheeks.

‘The Duke says it’s important,’ Burrell said nervously. ‘He insisted on the utmost haste, sir.’

Sharpe straightened. ‘You see that dead man, Captain?’

‘Of course, sir.’

‘He was a damn fine soldier and a good friend. That man marched with me from Portugal to France, then came here, where some bastard Voltigeur killed him. I owe him a grave, and I pay my debts. If you’re in such a hurry then you can climb off that bloody horse and help us.’

‘I’ll wait, sir,’ Burrell said uncertainly.

It took another hour to deepen the grave sufficiently, but then Dan Hagman was laid in the earth and Sharpe put his own rifle at the side of the corpse and hooked one of the dead man’s fingers through the trigger guard. He touched Hagman’s powder-scarred cheek. ‘If you go to the wrong place, Dan, take a shot at the devil. Tell him it’s from me.’

He climbed out of the pit and helped Harper shovel earth and stones onto the corpse. ‘You want to say a prayer, Pat?’

‘Not me, sir. We want someone who has God’s ear. I might as well fart as pray.’

Sharpe grunted. ‘Find someone who can give him a prayer, Pat, but not Huckfield or any other bloody Methodist.’ He looked up at Burrell who had been walking his horse up and down the ridge top as if impatient to leave. ‘So what does the Duke want?’

‘Best for him to tell you himself, sir. And he did urge the utmost haste.’ Burrell hesitated. ‘You don’t like Methodists, sir?’

‘I hate the bastards,’ Sharpe said, ‘all they do is preach at me. I already know I’m a sinner, and don’t need them telling me. No, I just want a good prayer said for a good man.’ He shovelled more earth to make a mound over the grave, rammed in the crude wooden cross, and was just finishing as Pat Harper returned leading a pale and skinny youth. ‘Who the hell are you?’ Sharpe asked him.

‘Private Bee, sir,’ the youngster said nervously. He looked scarcely a day over seventeen, was as thin as a ramrod, and had long black hair. His red coat was bright, unstained by mud or powder burns.

‘We got a draft of new troops this morning,’ Harper explained, ‘thirty-six men. Young Bee was one of them.’

‘So you missed the battle?’ Sharpe asked the lad.

‘We did, sir.’

‘Then you were lucky,’ Sharpe said, ‘and you know a prayer, Bee?’

‘I do, sir.’

‘Then say it, lad. This was a good man who fought hard and I want him to go to heaven.’

‘Yes, sir.’ Bee sounded excruciatingly nervous as he stepped to the grave’s edge and clasped his hands. ‘Dormi fili, dormi,’ he started uncertainly, then found his voice, ‘mater cantat unigenito. Dormi, puer, dormi. Pater nato clamat parvulo.’ He stopped.

‘Amen,’ Burrell said solemnly.

‘Amen,’ Sharpe said. ‘That sounded good, Bee.’

‘There’s more, sir?’

‘I’m sure that’s enough. It sounded like a proper prayer.’

‘My mother taught it to me,’ Bee said. He looked so frail that Sharpe was surprised the boy could even heft his musket.

‘You did well, lad,’ Harper said, then took a bottle from his pack and poured half the contents onto the grave. ‘A wee drop of brandy to see you to heaven, Dan.’

‘God damn it,’ Sharpe said angrily, cuffing at the tears in his eyes, ‘but he was a good man.’

‘The best,’ Harper agreed.

‘Fetch my horse, Pat,’ Sharpe said, and saw Private Bee look confused.

‘Your horse, sir?’ the boy asked.

‘Is your name Pat too?’

‘It’s Patrick, sir.’

‘Pat Bee,’ Sharpe said, amused, ‘Sergeant Pat Harper can fetch the horse.’ Harper had already left and Sharpe looked up at Burrell. ‘I’ll be with you in a minute, Captain.’ He pulled on his shirt and then the ragged Rifleman’s green jacket, stained with blood and burned powder. He tied the ragged red sash at his waist, strapped on his sword belt, then slung Hagman’s rifle on his shoulder. He exchanged the straw hat for a battered shako that had a ragged split where a French musket ball had hit. He cupped his hands. ‘Captain Price!’

Harry Price ran from the field behind the ridge where the battalion was camped. ‘Sir?’

‘You’re in charge. I’m going to Brussels and Lord only knows when I’ll be back. Set picquets tonight.’

‘You think the French will be back, sir?’

‘The buggers are still running away, Harry, but it’s regulations. Picquets.’ He looked at Bee. ‘What company are you in, Bee?’

‘Haven’t been told, sir.’

‘Take him, Harry, he looks like a Light Infantryman.’

‘About as light as they come, sir,’ Price said, looking at Bee’s frail body.

Sharpe gave Bee two shillings for what had sounded like a good prayer, then hoisted himself into his saddle. The horse had been captured from a French Dragoon and had a green saddlecloth embroidered with a wreathed N. ‘Look after Nosey,’ Sharpe told Harper.

‘Nosey will be eating fresh horse meat tonight, sir,’ Harper said. ‘And Charlie Weller can look after him. I’m coming with you.’

‘There’s no need, Pat.’

‘I’m coming,’ Harper said obstinately. He ran to find his own horse, then joined Sharpe who was trotting west to catch up with the elegant cavalryman.

‘Nosey?’ Burrell asked, amused.

‘My dog.’

‘The Duke might not like that name, sir.’

‘The Duke doesn’t have to know. Besides, he’s spent a lifetime giving me orders, so calling my dog Nosey is payback. So tell me what the Duke wants?’

‘He insists on telling you himself, sir.’

The three horses walked along the road, which ran the length of the ridge. They passed a group of captured French cannon, their muzzles dark, and Sharpe looked to his right to see where the Imperial Guard had attacked up the slope. The bodies were still thick there, most of them stripped naked by the peasants who had crept onto the battlefield after dark to pillage the corpses. ‘Were you here?’ he asked the Captain.

‘I was, sir. I watched you lead your battalion down the slope. It was well done.’

Sharpe grunted. His memory of the battle was confused, mostly images of thick smoke through which the blue-uniformed French had loomed menacingly, but he did remember the battle’s end when he had swung the battalion out of line and wheeled it onto the flank of the Imperial Guard before unleashing a murderous volley of musketry. ‘It was bloody desperate, Captain.’

‘And the Duke named you commanding officer,’ Burrell said admiringly.

‘Maybe he’s about to take that away,’ Sharpe said grimly.

‘I don’t think so, Colonel,’ Burrell said, though he sounded anything but certain, ‘it didn’t sound that way. What happened to Colonel Ford?’

‘He lost his wits,’ Sharpe said. ‘Poor man.’

‘Poor man, indeed.’ Burrell steered his horse around the corpses of a dozen French horses that were bloodily heaped where a blast of canister had ripped the heart from the French cavalry assaults.

‘What’s this place called?’ Sharpe asked.

‘Well, the farm here is called Mont-St-Jean, but the Duke is naming the battle after the closest town, Waterloo.’

‘The battle of Waterloo,’ Sharpe said, thinking how odd that name sounded. ‘Let’s hope it’s the last battle we ever fight.’

‘Amen to that, sir,’ Burrell responded, ‘but who knows what will happen before we get to Paris.’

‘Paris?’

‘We march tomorrow.’ Burrell sounded almost apologetic.

‘To Paris?’

‘Indeed, sir.’

The track along the ridge met the high road to Brussels where they turned left, trotting their horses past the farm of Mont-St-Jean outside of which two redcoats kept marauding dogs away from the pile of amputated arms and legs tossed from the farmhouse where the surgeons worked. ‘Most of the wounded are back in Brussels,’ Burrell said, flinching at the sight of the blood-streaked heap. ‘Poor fellows.’

‘A lot are still out on the field,’ Sharpe commented. At dawn he had sent four companies to rescue wounded men from the valley. The other companies had been digging graves.

‘It was bad,’ Burrell said.

‘Worst I’ve seen.’

‘And the Duke tells me you’ve seen a lot, sir?’ The young cavalry officer made it sound like a question.

‘The Duke said that?’

‘He says you’re a remarkable man, sir.’

Sharpe hid his surprise. ‘Nice of him,’ he grunted.

‘You were a ranker, sir?’ Burrell asked cautiously.

‘You saw my back, Captain. You ever saw an officer flogged?’

‘No, sir.’

‘I enlisted in ’93,’ Sharpe said, ‘into the Havercakes. Made Sergeant in ’99 and was commissioned four years later.’

‘And you captured an Eagle,’ the Captain said admiringly, ‘at Talavera?’

‘Aye,’ Sharpe said.

‘How did you do it?’ Burrell asked.

Sharpe looked at him. A youngster, he thought, fresh-faced and blue-eyed, and to Sharpe’s eyes he looked as if he was only two or three years out of school. But he was a lordling and so already a Captain and enjoying the patronage of the Duke. ‘Patrick and I did it,’ Sharpe said harshly, gesturing at Harper, ‘by cutting our way into a French column. Damn nearly did it yesterday too, but there were too many of the buggers.’

‘And now you command a battalion,’ Burrell said.

Sharpe was not so sure. His promotion to Lieutenant-Colonel had been purely to give him suitable rank as an aide to William, Prince of Orange, a young and idiotic princeling who had been wished on the Duke as the price to be paid for the Dutch troops who had helped defeat the Emperor on the low ridge. Orange, who had done more harm than good to the allied cause, had dismissed Sharpe during the battle and Sharpe had rejoined his battalion and taken command of it when Ford, the Colonel, had fled in panicked confusion. The Duke, seeing Sharpe lead the Prince of Wales’s Own Volunteers against the Imperial Guard, had called out that the battalion now belonged to Sharpe, but whether that was permanent Sharpe did not know. He wanted the command, but feared and expected that the Duke would now demote him and appoint another man.

The road led into the forest of Soignes where scores of men bivouacked beneath the trees, their campfires sifting smoke into the leaves. Beyond the forest was the small town of Waterloo and then the road led between peaceful fields to the smoke-crowned city of Brussels. ‘I suppose the war really is over,’ Burrell said when they saw the great smear of grey rising from Brussels’ chimneys.

‘Aye, you can go home, Captain.’

‘Paris first,’ Burrell said eagerly.

‘We might have to fight for that,’ Sharpe warned.

‘You think so, sir?’

‘What do I know? I hope not, but we’ll do whatever we must. And the sooner it’s over, the better, then we can all go home.’

‘Where is home for you, sir?’

‘Normandy.’

Burrell looked at him in astonishment. ‘Normandy, sir?’

‘I have a French woman,’ Sharpe explained, ‘and she has a farm in Normandy.’ He smiled at Burrell’s expression. ‘It’s not what I expected, Captain. I spend a lifetime fighting the buggers, then end up living with them. Life is never what you expect.’

‘I do have some good news,’ Burrell said suddenly.

‘What?’

‘The Prince of Orange is recovering well, sir, I thought you’d like to know.’

Sharpe grunted. The Prince had taken a bullet in the shoulder and Sharpe would have been happy if the ball had struck lower, straight into the heart, because in three days the Prince had destroyed four or five battalions with his idiocy. ‘The surgeons removed the bullet,’ Burrell said, ‘and the wound is clean.’

‘Good,’ Sharpe said unconvincingly.

‘But the Duke said the bullet was one of ours!’

‘One of ours?’

‘It still had scraps of leather, sir, and don’t our Riflemen wrap their bullets in a leather patch?’

‘We do,’ Sharpe said. ‘It helps the barrel grip the bullet.’

‘The Duke surmised that one of our men shot the Prince,’ Burrell said.

‘Why would they do that?’ Sharpe asked, and wondered if that was why the Duke had summoned him. When Sharpe had fired at the Prince he was scarcely a hundred paces beneath the ridge from which the Duke had been watching the battle. Damn it, he thought, but the ball should have hit the Prince plumb in the middle of his chest to explode his heart, but instead had gone high. And had the Duke seen him fire the shot? In which case, he thought, he no longer commanded a battalion, indeed he would be lucky to escape a court martial and disgrace. What was the penalty for shooting royalty? The rope? Or a firing squad? ‘Some Frogs use our captured rifles,’ Sharpe added, sounding unconvincing even to himself.

Burrell said nothing more, just led Sharpe into the city, and then it was time to hand the horses to waiting orderlies and climb the steps to the Duke’s headquarters.

Captain Burrell showed Pat Harper the door which led to the kitchens, assuring the big Irishman there would be food and drink, then led Sharpe through a maze of corridors. ‘The Duke is in the library,’ he told Sharpe as he rapped on a large door. A stern voice responded and Burrell accompanied Sharpe into the library that was lit by a huge north-facing window. The walls were lined with shelves holding leather-bound books, and the Duke was seated at a round table covered in papers. But most worrying, Rebecque was seated beside him.

Baron Rebecque was a good man who served as the Prince of Orange’s chief aide and adviser. He smiled as Sharpe entered, nodding a greeting. The Duke, however, looked at Sharpe coldly and grunted his name.

‘Your Grace,’ Sharpe responded awkwardly, wishing he had taken time to shave before leaving the battalion.

‘Rebecque tells me the Prince of Orange will live.’

‘That’s good news, Your Grace.’

‘The wound is clean, Sharpe,’ Rebecque said, ‘though His Highness is still in considerable pain, but the surgeons are certain he will recover.’

‘I’m glad,’ Sharpe said.

‘Are you, Sharpe?’ the Duke demanded.

‘Of course, sir.’

‘The ball was one of ours,’ the Duke said, ‘rifle calibre. The French don’t use that size ball.’

‘They use captured ammunition, my lord,’ Sharpe said. ‘And a rifle ball fits their musket almost exactly.’

‘Then how do you explain the scrap of leather found around the bullet? The French won’t wrap a bullet!’

‘They won’t, my lord, but I remember that the Prince was wearing a leather strap over his shoulder. It was probably from the strap.’ In fact he was sure of that because, in his haste, Sharpe had not wrapped the bullet in its greased leather patch, which might explain why it had struck too high. ‘And our patches burn up, my lord.’ He knew he should call the Duke ‘Your Grace’, but he found it awkward.

‘We ask, Colonel,’ Rebecque said gently, ‘because you were seen on the slope beneath the Prince’s position shortly before he was wounded.’

‘I was there, sir. I went to help Major Dunnett’s Riflemen.’

‘Who were fighting the French,’ the Duke said pointedly.

‘Of course, my lord.’

‘Of course,’ the Duke said, and gazed at Sharpe for a few silent seconds. ‘So you don’t know who fired the shot that almost killed His Royal Highness?’

‘There were scores of Voltigeurs there, my lord. Could have been any one of them.’

‘It could indeed,’ the Duke said, ‘and I think we’re done here, Rebecque. Your men will march mid-morning.’

‘Of course, Your Grace.’ Rebecque stood and collected some papers, presumably the marching orders. ‘It’s good to see you, Sharpe,’ Rebecque said, then left the library.

‘A bullet in the shoulder,’ the Duke said, ‘which takes the young fool off the battlefield and stops him from committing more idiocies, but doesn’t kill him. I would call that a very fine shot indeed.’

‘Pure bad luck for the Prince, my lord. There were a lot of Voltigeurs firing up that slope.’

‘As I said, a very fine shot.’ Was there a trace of a smile on the Duke’s face? If so it vanished quickly. ‘How’s your battalion?’

‘As good as can be expected, my lord.’

‘Casualties?’

‘Too many, my lord. We buried a hundred and eighty-six men.’

The Duke flinched at the figure. ‘And officers?’

‘Five killed, my lord, eight are still in the surgeons’ hands.’

The Duke grunted. ‘You lost a Major at Quatre Bras.’

‘Major Micklewhite, my lord.’

‘Because of that young fool’s incompetence,’ the Duke said bitterly, talking of William, Prince of Orange. ‘Who’s the other Major?’

‘We don’t have one, my lord. Major Vine died yesterday.’

‘You have adequate replacements?’

‘No, my lord. Peter d’Alembord is our best man, but he was wounded.’ Sharpe needed a good Major to be his second in command, but both the battalion’s Majors were dead and he doubted any of the surviving company commanders were ready for the higher rank. He had taken Captain Jefferson from the Light Company and put him in charge of the Grenadiers, hoping that would give him more experience, and put Harry Price in charge of the Light Company, but he doubted that either man would know how to fight the battalion as a single unit. ‘Peter d’Alembord is my best Captain, my lord.’

‘But you say he’s wounded? He’s hors de combat? Pity. Then I’d better find you someone,’ the Duke said. ‘Probably not by tomorrow, Sharpe, and you march at dawn tomorrow. Yours will be the first battalion in the line of march.’

‘An honour, my lord.’

Again the Duke grunted. ‘Don’t count on it, Sharpe. Look at this map.’ He unfolded a vast map that he spread on the table and half turned towards Sharpe, who moved to the Duke’s side.

‘The Prussians are marching south as well,’ the Duke said, sounding disgruntled. ‘They’ll take the easternmost route, while we march to the west. Here.’ He put a finger on a town called Mons. ‘We cross the border just south of Mons. Next town is Valenciennes, garrisoned, but if they don’t trouble us, we won’t trouble them. Then Péronne, another fortress, and note this road, Sharpe,’ the finger moved south and east from Péronne, ‘to a town called Ham.’

‘Ham, sir?’

‘As in eggs. You’re going there with your battalion.’

‘Yes, sir,’ Sharpe said, for want of anything else to say.

‘There’s a citadel in Ham, Sharpe. You capture it.’ The Duke rapped out the last three words, then fell silent.

‘What do we know of the citadel, my lord?’

‘Damn all. It’s ancient, I do know that, and it’s almost certainly garrisoned, and Bonaparte has been using it as a prison. That’s why you’re going. To free the prisoners.’

Sharpe peered at the map and saw that the direct route to Paris from Péronne went well to the west of Ham. ‘I assume, my lord, that the rest of the army doesn’t go to Ham?’

‘It does not. From Péronne we march straight on for Paris. But there might be Prussians in Ham. The place is close to their line of march, but the prisoners come to me, Sharpe.’

‘Of course, my lord.’ Sharpe hesitated. ‘And the prisoners? Do we know who they are?’

‘They’re whoever irritated Bonaparte enough to shut them away,’ the Duke said unhelpfully, ‘but we know of at least one Englishman there, and he’s the fellow you bring back.’

‘Yes, sir.’

‘I’m sending an officer with you, Sharpe, Major Vincent. He speaks German and French, and he knows the prisoner we want. Listen to him, he’s capable. He’s one of my best exploring officers. You’re familiar with them?’

‘I am, my lord,’ Sharpe said. Exploring officers were men who rode fast, well-bred horses far behind the enemy lines to scout their positions and strength.

‘Vincent has been to Ham before,’ the Duke went on, ‘so he’ll be valuable to you. But he won’t interfere with your conduct of the battle, and you make that battle fast! Understand me, Sharpe? Fast! The French are more than capable of executing their captives, so you have to be in there quicker than they can line them up against a wall.’

‘I will, my lord,’ Sharpe said, wondering how in hell he was supposed to capture a fortress. He had no cannon so could not batter it down, and from all the Duke had just said there would not be enough time to make ladders and escalade the citadel’s walls.

‘Where and when shall Major Vincent meet you tomorrow?’ the Duke demanded.

‘Four thirty a.m.,’ Sharpe said, ‘at the Hotel Vlezenbeek.’

‘You’re staying in the city overnight?’ The question was a reprimand, suggesting Sharpe was choosing comfort over duty.

‘I am, my lord, but the battalion will be ready.’

‘Make sure it is. You’ll inform Major Vincent?’ the Duke enquired of Captain Burrell who had been listening.

‘Of course, Your Grace.’

‘March hard and fight fast, Sharpe. Don’t let me down.’

‘Of course not, my lord.’

‘Show Colonel Sharpe out, Burrell.’

The Captain escorted Sharpe to the front door where Harper waited and where he offered to shake hands. ‘I wish I were going with you, Colonel.’

‘It’s a fool’s errand,’ Sharpe said, but shook Burrell’s offered hand. ‘Hotel Vlezenbeek, four thirty.’

‘I’ll tell Major Vincent, sir.’

Burrell watched the Rifleman mount his captured horse, then returned to the library where the Duke was standing at the street window, evidently watching Sharpe. 

‘He’s a remarkable looking fellow, don’t you think, Burrell?’

‘To quote you, Your Grace, I don’t know what he does to the enemy, but by God he frightens me.’

‘Ha!’ the Duke said without a trace of amusement. ‘Did he make any comment?’

‘He said it was a fool’s errand, Your Grace.’

‘And so it is, Burrell, so it is. But Sharpe’s no fool. He’s a rogue, a damned rogue, but he’s my rogue. He also has the devil’s own luck and he wins his fights. And pray God he wins this one, otherwise …’ The Duke’s voice trailed away, because the alternative was unthinkable.

Captain Burrell hesitated, then dared offer the Duke advice. ‘You could send another battalion, Your Grace?’

‘You mean send a gentleman instead of a scoundrel?’

‘Maybe an officer with more experience, Your Grace?’

‘Ha!’ The Duke snorted. ‘Sharpe’s no gentleman, but he has more experience of battle than all my other Colonels put together. No, for this job we don’t need a gentleman, we need a ruthless bastard. And just pray he wins, Burrell, just pray he wins.’

Sharpe sent Harper south again, taking orders that the Prince of Wales’s Own Volunteers must be ready to march at dawn. ‘And I mean ready, Pat. As soon as I get there tomorrow we march.’

‘They’ll be ready.’

‘And we don’t wait for the rest of the army,’ Sharpe said, ‘we go at dawn and we go on our own.’

‘Us against France?’

‘The wounded have to stay behind. The bandsmen stay with them. And if anyone argues with you, tell them it’s the Duke’s orders.’

Pat Harper had no true authority, other than his size and his reputation. He had left the army after the victories in southern France and gone home to his beloved Dublin, but the Emperor’s return from Elba had brought Harper to Sharpe’s side. At least the officers in the Prince of Wales’s Own Volunteers recognised his worth. He had been the battalion’s Regimental Sergeant Major, and though he was now officially a civilian, he wore his uniform jacket and everyone in the battalion knew he spoke for Sharpe.

Who found his way to the cheap hotel where he had taken rooms for Lucille. He half expected she might be with the friend she had made in Brussels, the Dowager Countess of Mauberges, an elderly Frenchwoman who was a fierce supporter of Napoleon, but who had nevertheless taken Lucille under her generous wing. ‘Madame is here.’ Jeanette, the maid, opened the door and offered Sharpe a curtsey.

‘How are you, Jeanette?’

‘We are all well, monsieur.’

‘The baby?’

‘He eats, he sleeps, he demands food.’

‘You look tired,’ Sharpe said, using French.

‘You too, monsieur.’

Sharpe smiled. ‘The English have a saying, Jeanette; no rest for the wicked.’

‘The English would certainly know about that, monsieur.’

He laughed and went into the bedroom that opened off the small hallway. Lucille, sitting up in bed, looked pleased, but put a finger to her lips. ‘Patrick is sleeping!’

Patrick was their son, and, like Sharpe, born out of wedlock. Sharpe bent over the crude cot, made from a fruit basket, and touched a gentle finger to the baby’s cheek, then sat on the bed and kissed Lucille. ‘This is a surprise!’ she said.

‘The Duke wanted to see me.’

‘And the battle,’ she gripped him fiercely, ‘was it bad?’

‘Worst I’ve been through. You don’t want to know.’

‘And the Emperor is gone?’

‘He’s gone,’ Sharpe said. He kissed her again, marvelling as ever at her delicate beauty and his own good fortune in finding her. ‘Boney’s running south as fast as his legs can carry him.’

‘So we can go home.’

‘Paris first, then home. And no more soldiering.’

‘What did the Duke want?’ She sounded wary.

‘Marching orders, love. We leave tomorrow.’

‘You go to Paris?’ He nodded. ‘Then we come too,’ she said. ‘The Countess wants to get home!’

‘You can’t come with us,’ Sharpe said. ‘We’re marching at the front of the army. But there’ll be a crowd of carriages in the army’s baggage train. You’ll be safe there.’

‘And tonight?’

‘You’re not safe tonight,’ Sharpe said, ‘I’m coming to bed.’

‘Tell me there’ll be no more fighting,’ Lucille said some time later.

‘There’ll be no more fighting,’ Sharpe said.

‘Truly?’

‘Not much more fighting,’ Sharpe said, hoping he was right. ‘We beat the bastard. Now we just have to sweep up the pieces.’

Including whatever pieces waited at Ham, a citadel that Sharpe had to capture. And he had no idea how.




CHAPTER 2

Major Vincent was waiting outside the hotel next morning. He was a tall, rangy man mounted on a powerful black stallion. ‘He’s called Satan!’ Vincent told Sharpe happily. ‘Bred in County Meath. He flies over hedgerows and can outgallop any French nag.’

‘Let’s hope he doesn’t have to.’ Sharpe hauled himself into his saddle, then offered Vincent a half loaf of bread that had been hollowed out and stuffed with bacon. ‘Breakfast, if you want it.’

‘What a good fellow you are. Bread and bacon?’

‘With butter,’ Sharpe said, ‘and that’s the last of our bacon. From now on it’s salt pork. Shall we go?’

‘The sooner the better.’ Vincent was wearing the dark blue double-breasted coat of the Royal Artillery, though Sharpe suspected the Major had been nowhere near a cannon in the last few years. ‘The Duke tells me you’re a rogue,’ Vincent said cheerfully as they started their southwards journey.

‘Aye, probably.’

‘Tell me about yourself.’

‘Not much to tell.’

‘Oh come, Sharpe, don’t be modest. You took an Eagle at Talavera, yes?’

‘Me and a Sergeant, yes.’

‘And doubtless you’ll claim it was just good luck?’

‘No, it was bloody hard fighting. But I was angry. A bastard called Henry Simmerson had lost our King’s Colour a few weeks earlier, so I wanted to square accounts.’

‘Yes, I’ve met Sir Henry. He’s useless.’

‘Worse than useless. He was malevolent.’

‘He works for the excise now. A taxman!’

‘Then God help England.’

‘You’re the one who’ll help England, Sharpe, by capturing the citadel at Ham.’

‘Which you’ve seen, sir.’

‘I have indeed, not three weeks ago!’

Sharpe looked across at the lean officer. ‘You were deep in France? I heard that exploring officers weren’t allowed across the frontier?’

‘Nor were we, because officially we weren’t at war with France, only with the Emperor, so were ordered not to provoke him, but some orders are made to be disobeyed. The Duke tells me you’re very good at that too.’ He sounded amused.

‘And if you’d been captured?’

‘Death, I suppose, but that would never happen with this horse beneath me. Some of their Lancers gave me a run, but Satan saw them off, didn’t you, boy?’ He patted his stallion’s neck. The Major looked as if he might be a year or two older than Sharpe, who thought he was thirty-eight. Like many children raised in the poorhouses, he had never been entirely sure of his age, nor did he know his birthday, but the estimate was close enough and he had long decided that his birthday would be August first because it was an easy date to remember. Major Vincent, Sharpe thought, would have no such problems. His horse was obviously expensive and his uniform was elegantly cut, and he affected a cavalryman’s pelisse edged with fur. Sharpe half smiled. ‘When did you last fire a cannon, Major?’

Vincent understood the question’s real meaning and smiled. ‘Thank the good Lord I’ve never got close to one, Sharpe. Nasty things, cannon. They make far too much noise.’

Vincent was one of Wellington’s exploring officers, and that made sense. Sharpe had worked with them before and knew them to be subtle and clever men whose job was to determine the enemy’s dispositions and plans. They rode good horses far behind the enemy lines and always wore uniform so that if they were captured they could claim they were not spies. ‘So what can you tell me about Ham?’ Sharpe asked.

‘It’s a nice little town on the River Somme, Sharpe, with a citadel in a bend of the river. And the citadel is a bloody great stone fortress. Big corner towers, high walls. You’ve seen the Tower of London?’

‘Many times.’

‘Think of the White Tower, only twice the size.’

‘Jesus!’ Sharpe said. ‘And it’s well garrisoned?’

‘Oh, indeed, but usually garrison troops aren’t the best fighting men.’

‘They might have been reinforced, sir,’ Sharpe suggested.

‘Reinforced?’

‘Men fleeing the battle, sir.’

‘I suppose a few might have reached there, yes, but most of the French will be retreating to the east of Ham, and the Prussians will be on their heels.’

‘The Duke suggested the Prussians might reach Ham first, sir.’

‘God, I hope not! The prisoners will be scattered across half of France if they do. No, Sharpe, we get there first, we release them, and we take our fellow back to the Duke.’

‘Our fellow, sir?’

‘Rather an important man. Pity he was captured.’

‘Who is he?’

‘No need for you to know until you meet him.’

Sharpe bridled at that curt response, but did not argue. ‘The garrison will have learned about the battle soon enough,’ he said, ‘so why wouldn’t they just take the prisoners south, out of our way?’

‘Don’t even think about that,’ Vincent said. ‘They should do that, but will the garrison’s Commandant be astute enough to act without orders? My guess is that if we hurry we’ll get there in time.’

‘The Duke should have sent cavalry,’ Sharpe grumbled.

‘Can you imagine cavalry capturing a fortress? The poor darlings wouldn’t know how to begin.’

‘And you think I do?’

‘The Duke has faith in you, Sharpe,’ Vincent said sternly. ‘Will your fellows be ready to march?’

‘They’d better be,’ Sharpe growled, and the Prince of Wales’s Own Volunteers were indeed ready, drawn up in ranks on the road that led along the ridge where the battle had been fought. The fires in the valley still smoked, their stench of burning flesh carrying up to the road. The wounded were still in their encampment, tended by the bandsmen, all but for the six drummers, who would march with the battalion.

‘What about the women, sir?’ Harry Price accosted Sharpe.

‘What about them, Harry?’

‘Can they come?’

‘Of course not!’ Vincent put in brusquely.

Sharpe leaned down. ‘Listen, Harry, we’re going to be marching fast, really fast. The women will have to keep up. If they don’t? We abandon them. Let them know.’

‘Of course, sir.’

‘Is that wise, Sharpe?’ Vincent asked.

Sharpe turned to him. ‘You want these men to fight hard, and they’re not going to be happy if their wives are left with the rest of the army. Happy men fight a damn sight better than a battalion of miserable buggers. Besides, the wives will make up their own minds. Some will come, some will stay with the wounded, and some will decide their children can’t stand the pace.’

‘Children too!’ Vincent sounded alarmed.

‘They happen when you put men and women together,’ Sharpe said, then spurred his horse to the centre of the battalion’s line. Harper rode with him. ‘’Talion!’ the Irishman bellowed. ‘’Ten’shun!’

‘Stand easy,’ Sharpe called. ‘Now listen, you rogues! The Duke has given us a special task, and he did that because we’re special! He reckons we’re one of his best battalions! So we’re marching into France, and we’re going on our own.’ He let that idea settle, hearing the murmurs in the ranks. ‘Quiet!’ he called. ‘We’re going on our own and we’re also going fast! If you can’t keep up you’ll be left behind, but the Duke trusts you to march hard and we will not let him down!’ It was not much of a speech, but Sharpe had wanted to warn them that they faced a hard slog. ‘Right, Pat, lead them off.’

‘Where to?’ Harper asked, amused.

‘Centre of the ridge, then turn right. And reverse the company order.’

The battalion had lined up facing north, so the Grenadier Company was on Sharpe’s left, the direction they would march. They were a good company, but the Light Company, on his right, would set a quicker pace and Sharpe intended to march fast. The Grenadiers wouldn’t like it, reckoning that they should always lead the battalion, but a Light Company marching pace would leave them too tired to grumble. ‘Drummers!’ Sharpe bellowed, ‘I want to hear you!’

He rode to the head of the column, accompanied by Harper and Vincent. They marched along the ridge, past the corpses of the French horses that had charged so gallantly and been cut down ruthlessly by canister fire from the cannons and by the relentless volley fire from the British squares. A little further on Sharpe passed the spot where his rifle bullet had struck the Prince of Orange’s shoulder and he felt a pulse of pleasure in the memory, along with a wish that the bullet has struck a hand’s breadth lower. Then they were at the crossroads where the farm track joined the main road, and Sharpe turned right, leading his battalion past the walled farmyard of La Haye Sainte where the King’s German Legion had fought and died. Dead horses lined the road and there were still dead men who had not yet been collected for burial or burning. Among them were too many green-jacketed Riflemen. ‘God,’ he said to Harper, ‘this was a bloody slaughter.’

‘Worst I’ve been in,’ the Irishman said.

‘Badajoz was worse.’

‘Aye, that was a proper fight too.’

‘You were at Badajoz?’ Vincent asked, then looked at the wreath of oak leaves sewn onto Sharpe’s sleeve. ‘Is that—’ he began, then stopped.

‘That’s Badajoz.’ Sharpe had seen the Major’s glance. ‘We were both there.’ The oak wreath marked a man who had survived a Forlorn Hope, the suicidal group that went first into an enemy breach. Sharpe and Harper had climbed the Santa Maria breach, clawing their way up blood-soaked stones into the fire of the defenders, while behind them the deep ditch had been filled with the dead. There were nights when he still woke in a sweat, dreaming of that fight, wondering how he and Harper had survived, and to this day he did not know by what miracle they had lived, let alone won. ‘And I hope,’ he continued to Vincent, ‘that we never have to fight again.’

‘Amen to that,’ Harper said.

‘The damned Frogs haven’t surrendered yet, Colonel,’ Vincent said.

‘They’re well beaten though.’

‘Maybe.’ Vincent sounded dubious. ‘Marshal Grouchy led his Corps south, and Davout has at least a hundred thousand men in and around Paris. And the Emperor don’t give up easy! He’ll fight to the end.’

‘Then we’ll just have to beat him again,’ Sharpe said. They had reached the floor of the valley where there were fewer corpses, though the foul smoke of the fires still soured the air. A woman with a baby strapped to her back was busy pulling teeth from a French corpse. She grunted as her pliers dragged another free, then grinned at Sharpe. ‘Need new teeth?’ She pushed the extracted tooth into a bag and went back to work.

‘Teeth?’ Vincent asked with a shudder.

‘She’ll get good money for them,’ Sharpe said. ‘They make the best false teeth.’

‘We collected a sackful after Salamanca,’ Harper said cheerfully, ‘sold them too!’

Sharpe nodded a greeting to a dozen artillerymen who were guarding a group of captured French cannon, then climbed the slope towards the ridge where Napoleon had arrayed his army, and where the French attacks had started, only to die under the flail of British musketry. There was a tavern at the top of the slope and not far away a rickety tower made of slender tree trunks lashed together to support a platform reached by a ladder. ‘Boney spent much of the battle up that contraption,’ Vincent said, ‘watching us through his glass.’

‘And where were you?’ Sharpe asked.

‘I spent most of the day out there,’ Vincent waved eastwards, ‘looking for the Prussians.’

Sharpe spurred his horse towards the head of the column. He noticed two or three soldiers wearing new bright redcoats, meaning they had come with the new draft. Private Bee was one of them, and Sharpe beckoned the lad. ‘Can you ride a horse, Bee?’

‘Never ridden one, sir.’

‘Time you learned then, Pat Bee.’ Sharpe gave the boy the horse’s reins. ‘He’s an easy horse, just don’t kick him too hard, and try to stay close to me.’ He helped him into the saddle. ‘How old are you, Bee?’

‘Seventeen, sir?’ the boy sounded uncertain and, to Sharpe’s eyes, appeared little more than a boy, no taller than his musket, which looked too heavy for him to carry.

‘Where are you from, Bee?’

‘I was born in Balham, sir, but live in Shoreditch now.’

‘I’m from that part of the world,’ Sharpe said, ‘and why did you join up?’

‘Magistrate, sir.’

Sharpe laughed. ‘Me too. What did you do?’

‘Pickpocket, sir.’ Bee sounded ashamed.

‘You were a clouter!’ Sharpe said, using the Londoners’ word for a pickpocket.

‘Not a very good one, sir.’

‘Then be a good soldier, Bee,’ Sharpe said, then strode to the front of the column. He would set the pace and it would be a fast one. They were south of the battlefield now, though the fields on either side of the road were littered with muskets and knapsacks that had been discarded by French soldiers fleeing the carnage. Harry Price caught up with Sharpe and fell into step. ‘Showing the men you can march like them, sir?’ Price asked, amused.

‘Exactly, Harry.’

‘So what are we doing, sir?’

‘Following the Duke’s orders, Harry.’

‘Which are what, sir?’

‘Not very much, Harry. Get first into France, capture a fortress, release some prisoners, and then rejoin the army.’

Price marched a few paces in silence. ‘I knew you wouldn’t tell me.’

‘You shouldn’t have asked, Harry. Oh, and once we do rejoin the army I want you to detail half a dozen men to accompany the Vicomtesse.’ Lucille was the Vicomtesse de Seleglise, a title she rarely used and which never ceased to astonish Sharpe. ‘Reliable men.’

‘That I can do, sir, but capturing a fortress? Ha ha.’

The dawn was obscured by clouds and by the time the battalion reached the crossroads called Quatre Bras a light rain was falling. Sharpe turned right at the crossroads, leading the battalion through yet more unburied corpses of men and horses killed in the battle two days before the bigger conflict at Mont-St-Jean. The corpses were mostly naked, having been stripped by villagers. He looked left to where the French heavy cavalry had hammered three battalions of good infantry that the Prince of Orange had insisted stay in line despite Sharpe’s warnings that enemy horsemen were lurking in the fields of rye.

They stopped beyond the battlefield to rest for a few minutes and to let the men fill their canteens
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