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      Chapter 1

    


    
      MISS SAVAGE WAS MISSING.


      And the French were coming.


      The approach of the French was the more urgent crisis. The splintering noise of sustained musket fire was sounding just outside the city and in the last ten minutes five or six cannonballs had battered through the roofs of the houses high on the river’s northern bank. The Savage house was a few yards down the slope and for the moment was protected from errant French cannon fire, but already the warm spring air hummed with spent musket balls that sometimes struck the thick roof tiles with a loud crack or else ripped through the dark glossy pines to shower needles over the garden. It was a large house, built of white-painted stone and with dark-green shutters closed over the windows. The front porch was crowned with a wooden board on which were gilded letters spelling out the name House Beautiful in English. It seemed an odd name for a building high on the steep hillside where the city of Oporto overlooked the River Douro in northern Portugal, especially as the big square house was not beautiful at all, but quite stark and ugly and angular, even if its harsh lines were softened by dark cedars which would offer welcome shade in summer. A bird was making a nest in one of the cedars and whenever a musket ball tore through the branches it would squawk in alarm and fly a small loop before returning to its work. Scores of fugitives were fleeing past the House Beautiful, running down the hill toward the ferries and the pontoon bridge that would take them safe across the Douro. Some of the refugees drove pigs, goats and cattle, others pushed handcarts precariously loaded with furniture, and more than one carried a grandparent on his back.


      Richard Sharpe, Lieutenant in the second battalion of His Majesty’s 95th Rifles, unbuttoned his breeches and pissed on the narcissi in the House Beautiful’s front flower bed. The ground was soaked because there had been a storm the previous night. Lightning had flickered above the city, thunder had billowed across the sky and the heavens had opened so that the flower beds now steamed gently as the hot sun drew out the night’s moisture. A howitzer shell arched overhead, sounding like a ponderous barrel rolling swiftly over attic floorboards. It left a small gray trace of smoke from its burning fuse. Sharpe looked up at the smoke tendril, judging from its curve where the howitzer had to be emplaced. “They’re getting too bloody close,” he said to no one in particular.


      “You’ll be drowning those poor bloody flowers, so you will,” Sergeant Harper said, then added a hasty “sir” when he saw Sharpe’s face.


      The howitzer shell exploded somewhere above the tangle of alleys close to the river and a heartbeat later the French cannonade rose to a sustained thunder, but the thunder had a crisp, clear, staccato timbre, suggesting that some of the guns were very close. A new battery, Sharpe thought. It must have unlimbered just outside the city, maybe half a mile away from Sharpe, and was probably whacking the big northern redoubt in the flank, and the musketry that had been sounding like the burning of a dry thorn bush now faded to an intermittent crackle, suggesting that the defending infantry was retreating. Some, indeed, were running and Sharpe could hardly blame them. A large and disorganized Portuguese force, led by the Bishop of Oporto, was trying to stop Marshal Soult’s army from capturing the city, the second largest in Portugal, and the French were winning. The Portuguese road to safety led past the front garden of the House Beautiful and the bishop’s blue-coated soldiers were skedaddling down the hill as fast as their legs could take them, except that when they saw the green-jacketed British riflemen they slowed to a walk as if to prove that they were not panicking. And that, Sharpe reckoned, was a good sign. The Portuguese evidently had pride, and troops with pride would fight well given another chance, though not all the Portuguese troops showed such spirit. The men from the ordenança kept running, but that was hardly surprising. The ordenança was an enthusiastic but unskilled army of volunteers raised to defend the homeland and the battle-hardened French troops were tearing them to shreds.


      Meanwhile Miss Savage was still missing.


      Captain Hogan appeared on the front porch of the House Beautiful. He carefully closed the door behind him and then looked up to heaven and swore fluently and impressively. Sharpe buttoned his breeches and his two dozen riflemen inspected their weapons as though they had never seen such things before. Captain Hogan added a few more carefully chosen words, then spat as a French round shot trundled overhead. “What it is, Richard,” he said when the cannon shot had passed, “is a shambles. A bloody, goddamned miserable poxed bollocks of an agglomerated halfwitted shambles.” The round shot landed somewhere in the lower town and precipitated the splintering crash of a collapsing roof. Captain Hogan took out his snuff box and inhaled a mighty pinch.


      “Bless you,” Sergeant Harper said.


      Captain Hogan sneezed and Harper smiled.


      “Her name,” Hogan said, ignoring Harper, “is Katherine or, rather, Kate. Kate Savage, nineteen years old and in need, my God, how she is in need, of a thrashing! A hiding! A damned good smacking, that’s what she needs, Richard. A copper-sheathed, goddamned bloody good walloping.”


      “So where the hell is she?” Sharpe asked.


      “Her mother thinks she might have gone to Vila Real de Zedes,” Captain Hogan said, “wherever in God’s holy hell that might be. But the family has an estate there. A place where they go to escape the summer heat.” He rolled his eyes in exasperation.


      “So why would she go there, sir?” Sergeant Harper asked.


      “Because she’s a fatherless nineteen-year-old girl,” Hogan said, “who insists on having her own way. Because she’s fallen out with her mother. Because she’s a bloody idiot who deserves a ruddy good hiding. Because, oh I don’t know why! Because she’s young and knows everything, that’s why.” Hogan was a stocky, middle-aged Irishman, a Royal Engineer, with a shrewd face, a soft brogue, graying hair and a charitable disposition. “Because she’s a bloody halfwit, that’s why,” he finished.


      “This Vila Real de whatever,” Sharpe said, “is it far? Why don’t we just fetch her?”


      “Which is precisely what I’ve told the mother you will do, Richard. You will go to Vila Real de Zedes, you will find the wretched girl and you will get her across the river. We’ll wait for you in Vila Nova and if the damned French capture Vila Nova then we’ll wait for you in Coimbra.” He paused as he penciled these instructions on a scrap of paper. “And if the Frogs take Coimbra we’ll wait for you in Lisbon, and if the bastards take Lisbon we’ll be pissing our breeches in London and you’ll be God knows where. Don’t fall in love with her,” he went on, handing Sharpe the piece of paper, “don’t get the silly girl pregnant, don’t give her the thrashing she bloody well deserves and don’t, for the love of Christ, lose her, and don’t lose Colonel Christopher either. Am I plain?”


      “Colonel Christopher is coming with us?” Sharpe asked, appalled.


      “Didn’t I just tell you that?” Hogan inquired innocently, then turned as a clatter of hooves announced the appearance of the widow Savage’s traveling coach from the stable yard at the rear of the house. The coach was heaped with baggage and there was even some furniture and two rolled carpets lashed onto the rear rack where a coachman, precariously poised between a half-dozen gilded chairs, was leading Hogan’s black mare by the reins. The Captain took the horse and used the coach’s mounting step to hoist himself into the saddle. “You’ll be back with us in a couple of days,” he assured Sharpe. “Say six, seven hours to Vila Real de Zedes? The same back to the ferry at Barca d’Avintas and then a quiet stroll home. You know where Barca d’Avintas is?”


      “No, sir.”


      “That way.” Hogan pointed eastward. “Four country miles.” He pushed his right boot into its stirrup, then lifted his body to flick out the tails of his blue coat. “With luck you may even rejoin us tomorrow night.”


      “What I don’t understand…” Sharpe began, then paused because the front door of the house had been thrown open and Mrs. Savage, widow and mother of the missing daughter, came into the sunlight. She was a good-looking woman in her forties: dark-haired, tall and slender with a pale face and high arched eyebrows. She hurried down the steps as a cannonball rumbled overhead and then there was a smattering of musket fire alarmingly close, so close that Sharpe climbed the porch steps to stare at the crest of the hill where the Braga road disappeared between a large tavern and a handsome church. A Portuguese six-pounder gun had just deployed by the church and was now firing at the invisible enemy. The bishop’s forces had dug new redoubts on the crest and patched the old medieval wall with hastily erected palisades and earthworks, but the sight of the small gun firing from its makeshift position in the center of the road suggested that those defenses were crumbling fast.


      Mrs. Savage sobbed that her baby daughter was lost, then Captain Hogan managed to persuade the widow into the carriage. Two servants laden with bags stuffed with clothes followed their mistress into the vehicle. “You will find Kate?” Mrs. Savage pushed open the door and inquired of Captain Hogan.


      “The precious darling will be with you very soon,” Hogan said reassuringly. “Mister Sharpe will see to that,” he added, then used his foot to close the coach door on Mrs. Savage, who was the widow of one of the many British wine merchants who lived and worked in the city of Oporto. She was rich, Sharpe presumed, certainly rich enough to own a fine carriage and the lavish House Beautiful, but she was also foolish for she should have left the city two or three days before, but she had stayed because she had evidently believed the bishop’s assurance that he could repel Marshal Soult’s army. Colonel Christopher, who had once lodged in the strangely named House Beautiful, had appealed to the British forces south of the river to send men to escort Mrs. Savage safely away and Captain Hogan had been the closest officer and Sharpe, with his riflemen, had been protecting Hogan while the engineer mapped northern Portugal, and so Sharpe had come north across the Douro with twenty-four of his men to escort Mrs. Savage and any other threatened British inhabitants of Oporto to safety. Which should have been a simple enough task, except that at dawn the widow Savage had discovered that her daughter had fled from the house.


      “What I don’t understand,” Sharpe persevered, “is why she ran away.”


      “She’s probably in love,” Hogan explained airily. “Nineteen-year-old girls of respectable families are dangerously susceptible to love because of all the novels they read. See you in two days, Richard, or maybe even tomorrow? Just wait for Colonel Christopher, he’ll be with you directly, and listen.” He bent down from the saddle and lowered his voice so that no one but Sharpe could hear him. “Keep a close eye on the Colonel, Richard. I worry about him, I do.”


      “You should worry about me, sir.”


      “I do that too, Richard, I do indeed,” Hogan said, then straightened up, waved farewell and spurred his horse after Mrs. Savage’s carriage which had swung out of the front gate and joined the stream of fugitives going toward the Douro.


      The sound of the carriage wheels faded. The sun came from behind a cloud just as a French cannonball struck a tree on the hill’s crest and exploded a cloud of reddish blossoms which drifted above the city’s steep slope. Daniel Hagman stared at the airborne blossoms. “Looks like a wedding,” he said and then, glancing up as a musket ball ricocheted off a roof tile, brought a pair of scissors from his pocket. “Finish your hair, sir?”


      “Why not, Dan,” Sharpe said. He sat on the porch steps and took off his shako.


      Sergeant Harper checked that the sentinels were watching the north. A troop of Portuguese cavalry had appeared on the crest where the single cannon was firing bravely. A rattle of musketry proved that some infantry was still fighting, but more and more troops were retreating past the house and Sharpe knew it could only be a matter of minutes before the city’s defenses collapsed entirely. Hagman began slicing away at Sharpe’s hair. “You don’t like it over the ears, ain’t that right?”


      “I like it short, Dan.”


      “Short like a good sermon, sir,” Hagman said. “Now keep still, sir, just keep still.” There was a sudden stab of pain as Hagman speared a louse with the scissors’ blade. He spat on the drop of blood that showed on Sharpe’s scalp, then wiped it away. “So the Crapauds will get the city, sir?”


      “Looks like it,” Sharpe said.


      “And they’ll march on Lisbon next?” Hagman asked, cutting away.


      “Long way to Lisbon,” Sharpe said.


      “Maybe, sir, but there’s an awful lot of them, sir, and precious few of us.”


      “But they say Wellesley’s coming here,” Sharpe said.


      “As you keep telling us, sir,” Hagman said, “but is he really a miracle worker?”


      “You fought at Copenhagen, Dan,” Sharpe said, “and down the coast here.” He meant the battles at Rolica and Vimeiro. “You could see for yourself.”


      “From the skirmish line, sir, all generals are the same,” Hagman said, “and who knows if Sir Arthur’s really coming?” It was, after all, only a rumor that Sir Arthur Wellesley was taking over from General Cradock and not everyone believed it. Many thought the British would withdraw, ought to withdraw, that they should give up the game and let the French have Portugal. “Turn your head to the right,” Hagman said. The scissors clicked busily, not even pausing as a round shot buried itself in the church at the hill’s top. A mist of dust showed beside the whitewashed bell tower down which a crack had suddenly appeared. The Portuguese cavalry had been swallowed by the gun smoke and a trumpet called far away. There was a burst of musketry, then silence. A building must have been burning beyond the crest for there was a great smear of smoke drifting westward. “Why would someone call their home the House Beautiful?” Hagman wondered.


      “Didn’t know you could read, Dan,” Sharpe said.


      “I can’t, sir, but Isaiah read it to me.”


      “Tongue!” Sharpe called. “Why would someone call their home House Beautiful?”


      Isaiah Tongue, long and thin and dark and educated, who had joined the army because he was a drunk and thereby lost his respectable job, grinned. “Because he’s a good Protestant, sir.”


      “Because he’s a bloody what?”


      “It’s from a book by John Bunyan,” Tongue explained, “called Pilgrim’s Progress.”


      “I’ve heard of that,” Sharpe said.


      “Some folk consider it essential reading,” Tongue said airily, “the story of a soul’s journey from sin to salvation, sir.”


      “Just the thing to keep you burning the candles at night,” Sharpe said.


      “And the hero, Christian, calls at the House Beautiful, sir”—Tongue ignored Sharpe’s sarcasm—“where he talks with four virgins.”


      Hagman laughed. “Let’s get inside now, sir.”


      “You’re too old for a virgin, Dan,” Sharpe said.


      “Discretion,” Tongue said, “Piety, Prudence and Charity.”


      “What about them?” Sharpe asked.


      “Those were the names of the virgins, sir,” Tongue said.


      “Bloody hell,” Sharpe said.


      “Charity’s mine,” Hagman said. “Pull your collar down, sir, that’s the way.” He snipped at the black hair. “He sounds like he was a tedious old man, Mister Savage, if it was him what named the house.” Hagman stooped to maneuver the scissors over Sharpe’s high collar. “So why did the Captain leave us here, sir?” he asked.


      “He wants us to look after Colonel Christopher,” Sharpe said.


      “To look after Colonel Christopher,” Hagman repeated, making his disapproval evident by the slowness with which he said the words. Hagman was the oldest man in Sharpe’s troop of riflemen, a poacher from Cheshire who was a deadly shot with his Baker rifle. “So Colonel Christopher can’t look after himself now?”


      “Captain Hogan left us here, Dan,” Sharpe said, “so he must think the Colonel needs us.”


      “And the Captain’s a good man, sir,” Hagman said. “You can let the collar go. Almost done.”


      But why had Captain Hogan left Sharpe and his riflemen behind? Sharpe wondered about that as Hagman tidied up his work. And had there been any significance in Hogan’s final injunction to keep a close eye on the Colonel? Sharpe had only met the Colonel once. Hogan had been mapping the upper reaches of the River Cavado and the Colonel and his servant had ridden out of the hills and shared a bivouac with the riflemen. Sharpe had not liked Christopher who had been supercilious and even scornful of Hogan’s work. “You map the country, Hogan,” the Colonel had said, “but I map their minds. A very complicated thing, the human mind, not simple like hills and rivers and bridges.” Beyond that statement he had not explained his presence, but just ridden on next morning. He had revealed that he was based in Oporto which, presumably, was how he had met Mrs. Savage and her daughter, and Sharpe wondered why Colonel Christopher had not persuaded the widow to leave Oporto much sooner.


      “You’re done, sir,” Hagman said, wrapping his scissors in a piece of calfskin, “and you’ll be feeling the cold wind now, sir, like a newly shorn sheep.”


      “You should get your own hair cut, Dan,” Sharpe said.


      “Weakens a man, sir, weakens him something dreadful.” Hagman frowned up the hill as two round shots bounced on the crest of the road, one of them taking off the leg of a Portuguese gunner. Sharpe’s men watched expressionless as the round shot bounded on, spraying blood like a Catherine wheel, to finally bang and stop against a garden wall across the road. Hagman chuckled. “Fancy calling a girl Discretion! It ain’t a natural name, sir. Ain’t kind to call a girl Discretion.”


      “It’s in a book, Dan,” Sharpe said, “so it isn’t supposed to be natural.” He climbed to the porch and shoved hard on the front door, but found it locked. So where the hell was Colonel Christopher? More Portuguese retreated down the slope and these men were so frightened that they did not pause when they saw the British troops, but just kept running. The Portuguese cannon was being attached to its limber and spent musket balls were tearing at the cedars and rattling against the tiles, shutters and stones of the House Beautiful. Sharpe hammered on the locked door, but there was no answer.


      “Sir?” Sergeant Patrick Harper called a warning to him. “Sir?” Harper jerked his head toward the side of the house and Sharpe backed away from the door to see Lieutenant Colonel Christopher riding from the stable yard. The Colonel, who was armed with a saber and a brace of pistols, was cleaning his teeth with a wooden pick, something he did frequently, evidently because he was proud of his even white smile. He was accompanied by his Portuguese servant who, mounted on his master’s spare horse, was carrying an enormous valise that was so stuffed with lace, silk and satins that the bag could not be closed.


      Colonel Christopher curbed his horse, took the toothpick from his mouth, and stared in astonishment at Sharpe. “What on earth are you doing here, Lieutenant?”


      “Ordered to stay with you, sir,” Sharpe answered. He glanced again at the valise. Had Christopher been looting the House Beautiful?


      The Colonel saw where Sharpe was looking and snarled at his servant, “Close it, damn you, close it.” Christopher, even though his servant spoke good English, used his own fluent Portuguese, then looked back to Sharpe. “Captain Hogan ordered you to stay with me. Is that what you’re trying to convey?”


      “Yes, sir.”


      “And how the devil are you supposed to do that, eh? I have a horse, Sharpe, and you do not. You and your men intend to run, perhaps?”


      “Captain Hogan gave me an order, sir,” Sharpe answered woodenly. He had learned as a sergeant how to deal with difficult senior officers. Say little, say it tonelessly, then say it all again if necessary.


      “An order to do what?” Christopher inquired patiently.


      “Stay with you, sir. Help you find Miss Savage.”


      Colonel Christopher sighed. He was a black-haired man in his forties, but still youthfully handsome with just a distinguished touch of gray at his temples. He wore black boots, plain black riding breeches, a black cocked hat and a red coat with black facings. Those black facings had prompted Sharpe, on his previous meeting with the Colonel, to ask whether Christopher served in the Dirty Half Hundred, the 50th regiment, but the Colonel had treated the question as an impertinence. “All you need to know, Lieutenant, is that I serve on General Cradock’s staff. You have heard of the General?” Cradock was the General in command of the British forces in southern Portugal and if Soult kept marching then Cradock must face him. Sharpe had stayed silent after Christopher’s response, but Hogan had later suggested that the Colonel was probably a “political” soldier, meaning he was no soldier at all, but rather a man who found life more convenient if he was in uniform. “I’ve no doubt he was a soldier once,” Hogan had said, “but now? I think Cradock got him from Whitehall.”


      “Whitehall? The Horse Guards?”


      “Dear me, no,” Hogan had said. The Horse Guards were the headquarters of the army and it was plain Hogan believed Christopher came from somewhere altogether more sinister. “The world is a convoluted place, Richard,” he had explained, “and the Foreign Office believes that we soldiers are clumsy fellows, so they like to have their own people on the ground to patch up our mistakes. And, of course, to find things out.” Which was what Lieutenant Colonel Christopher appeared to be doing: finding things out. “He says he’s mapping their minds,” Hogan had mused, “and what I think he means by that is discovering whether Portugal is worth defending. Whether they’ll fight. And when he knows, he’ll tell the Foreign Office before he tells General Cradock.”


      “Of course it’s worth defending,” Sharpe had protested.


      “Is it? If you look carefully, Richard, you might notice that Portugal is in a state of collapse.” There was a lamentable truth in Hogan’s grim words. The Portuguese royal family had fled to Brazil, leaving the country leaderless, and after their departure there had been riots in Lisbon, and many of Portugal’s aristocrats were now more concerned with protecting themselves from the mob than defending their country against the French. Scores of the army’s officers had already defected, joining the Portuguese Legion that fought for the enemy, and what officers remained were largely untrained, their men were a rabble and armed with ancient weapons if they possessed weapons at all. In some places, like Oporto itself, all civil rule had collapsed and the streets were governed by the whims of the ordenança who, lacking proper weapons, patrolled the streets with pikes, spears, axes and mattocks. Before the French had come the ordenança had massacred half of Oporto’s gentry and forced the other half to flee or barricade their houses though they had left the English residents alone.


      So Portugal was in a state of collapse, but Sharpe had also seen how the common people hated the French, and how the soldiers had slowed as they passed the gate of the House Beautiful. Oporto might be falling to the enemy, but there was plenty of fight left in Portugal, though it was hard to believe that as yet more soldiers followed the retreating six-pounder gun down to the river. Lieutenant Colonel Christopher glanced at the fugitives, then looked back at Sharpe. “What on earth was Captain Hogan thinking of?” he asked, evidently expecting no answer. “What possible use could you be to me? Your presence can only slow me down. I suppose Hogan was being chivalrous,” Christopher went on, “but the man plainly has no more common sense than a pickled onion. You can go back to him, Sharpe, and tell him that I don’t need assistance in rescuing one damned silly little girl.” The Colonel had to raise his voice because the sound of cannons and musketry was suddenly loud.


      “He gave me an order, sir,” Sharpe said stubbornly.


      “And I’m giving you another,” Christopher said in the indulgent tone he might have used to address a very small child. The pommel of his saddle was broad and flat to make a small writing surface and now he laid a notebook on that makeshift desk and took out a pencil, and just then another of the red-blossomed trees on the crest was struck by a cannonball so that the air was filled with drifting petals. “The French are at war with the cherries,” Christopher said lightly.


      “With Judas,” Sharpe said.


      Christopher gave him a look of astonishment and outrage. “What did you say?”


      “It’s a Judas tree,” Sharpe said.


      Christopher still looked outraged, then Sergeant Harper chimed in. “It’s not a cherry, sir. It’s a Judas tree. The same kind that Iscariot used to hang himself on, sir, after he betrayed our Lord.”


      Christopher still gazed at Sharpe, then seemed to realize that no slur had been intended. “So it’s not a cherry tree, eh?” he said, then licked the point of his pencil. “You are hereby ordered”—he spoke as he wrote—“to return south of the river forthwith—note that, Sharpe, forthwith—and report for duty to Captain Hogan of the Royal Engineers. Signed, Lieutenant Colonel James Christopher, on the forenoon of Wednesday, March the 29th in the year of our Lord, 1809.” He signed the order with a flourish, tore the page from the book, folded it in half and handed it to Sharpe. “I always thought thirty pieces of silver was a remarkably cheap price for the most famous betrayal in history. He probably hanged himself out of shame. Now go,” he said grandly, “and ‘stand not upon the order of your going.’ ” He saw Sharpe’s puzzlement, “Macbeth, Lieutenant,” he explained as he spurred his horse toward the gate, “a play by Shakespeare. And I really would urge haste upon you, Lieutenant,” Christopher called back, “for the enemy will be here any moment.”


      In that, at least, he was right. A great spume of dust and smoke was boiling out from the central redoubts of the city’s northern defenses. That was where the Portuguese had been putting up the strongest resistance, but the French artillery had managed to throw down the parapets and now their infantry assaulted the bastions, and the majority of the city’s defenders were fleeing. Sharpe watched Christopher and his servant gallop through the fugitives and turn into a street that led eastward. Christopher was not retreating south, but going to the rescue of the missing Savage girl, though it would be a close-run thing if he were to escape the city before the French entered it. “All right, lads,” Sharpe called, “time to bloody scarper. Sergeant! At the double! Down to the bridge!”


      “About bloody time,” Williamson grumbled. Sharpe pretended not to have heard. He tended to ignore a lot of Williamson’s comments, thinking the man might improve but knowing that the longer he did nothing the more violent would be the solution. He just hoped Williamson knew the same thing.


      “Two files!” Harper shouted. “Stay together!”


      A cannonball rumbled above them as they ran out of the front garden and turned down the steep road that led to the Douro. The road was crowded with refugees, both civilian and military, all fleeing for the safety of the river’s southern bank, though Sharpe guessed the French would also be crossing the river within a day or two so the safety was probably illusory. The Portuguese army was falling back toward Coimbra or even all the way to Lisbon where Cradock had sixteen thousand British troops that some politicians in London wanted brought home. What use, they asked, was such a small British force against the mighty armies of France? Marshal Soult was conquering Portugal and two more French armies were just across the eastern frontier in Spain. Fight or flee? No one knew what the British would do, but the rumor that Sir Arthur Wellesley was being sent back to take over from Cradock suggested to Sharpe that the British meant to fight and Sharpe prayed the rumor was true. He had fought across India under Sir Arthur’s command, had been with him in Copenhagen and then at Rolica and Vimeiro and Sharpe reckoned there was no finer General in Europe.


      Sharpe was halfway down the hill now. His pack, haversack, rifle, cartridge box and sword scabbard bounced and banged as he ran. Few officers carried a longarm, but Sharpe had once served in the ranks and he felt uncomfortable without the rifle on his shoulder. Harper lost his balance, flailing wildly because the new nails on his boot soles kept slipping on patches of stone. The river was visible between the buildings. The Douro, sliding toward the nearby sea, was as wide as the Thames at London, but, unlike London, the river here ran between great hills. The city of Oporto was on the steep northern hill while Vila Nova de Gaia was on the southern, and it was in Vila Nova that most of the British had their houses. Only the very oldest families, like the Savages, lived on the northern bank and all the port was made on the southern side in the lodges owned by Croft, Savages, Taylor Fladgate, Burmester, Smith Woodhouse and Gould, nearly all of which were British owned and their exports contributed hugely to Portugal’s treasury, but now the French were coming and, on the heights of Vila Nova, overlooking the river, the Portuguese army had lined a dozen cannon on a convent’s terrace. The gunners saw the French appear on the opposite hill and the cannon slammed back, their trails gouging up the terrace’s flagstones. The round shots banged overhead, their sound as loud and hollow as thunder. Powder smoke drifted slowly inland, obscuring the white-painted convent as the cannonballs smashed into the higher houses. Harper lost his footing again, this time falling. “Bloody boots,” he said, picking up his rifle. The other riflemen had been slowed by the press of fugitives.


      “Jesus.” Rifleman Pendleton, the youngest in the company, was the first to see what was happening at the river and his eyes widened as he stared at the throng of men, women, children and livestock that was crammed onto the narrow pontoon bridge. When Captain Hogan had led Sharpe and his men north across the bridge at dawn there had been only a few people going the other way, but now the bridge’s roadway was filled and the crowd could only go at the pace of the slowest, and still more people and animals were trying to force their way onto the northern end. “How the hell do we get across, sir?” Pendleton asked.


      Sharpe had no answer for that. “Just keep going!” he said and led his men down an alley that ran like a narrow stone staircase toward a lower street. A goat clattered ahead of him on sharp hooves, trailing a broken rope from around its neck. A Portuguese soldier was lying drunk at the bottom of the alley, his musket beside him and a wineskin on his chest. Sharpe, knowing his men would stop to drink the wine, kicked the skin onto the cobbles and stamped on it so that the leather burst. The streets became narrower and more crowded as they neared the river, the houses here were taller and mingled with workshops and warehouses. A wheelwright was nailing boards over his doorway, a precaution that would only annoy the French who would doubtless repay the man by destroying his tools. A red painted shutter banged in the west wind. Abandoned washing was strung to dry between the high houses. A round shot crashed through tiles, splintering rafters and cascading shards into the street. A dog, its hip cut to the bone by a falling tile, limped downhill and whined pitifully. A woman shrieked for a lost child. A line of orphans, all in dull white jerkins like farm laborers’ smocks, were crying in terror as two nuns tried to make a passage for them. A priest ran from a church with a massive silver cross on one shoulder and a pile of embroidered vestments on the other. It would be Easter in four days, Sharpe thought.


      “Use your rifle butts!” Harper shouted, encouraging the riflemen to force their way through the crowd that blocked the narrow arched gateway leading onto the wharf. A cart loaded with furniture had spilled in the roadway and Sharpe ordered his men to pull it aside to make more space. A spinet, or perhaps it was a harpsichord, was being trampled underfoot, the delicate inlay of its cabinet shattering into scraps. Some of Sharpe’s men were pushing the orphans toward the bridge, using their rifles to hold back the adults. A pile of baskets tumbled and dozens of live eels slithered across the cobbles. French gunners had got their artillery into the upper city and now unlimbered to return the fire of the big Portuguese battery arrayed on the convent’s terrace across the valley.


      Hagman shouted a warning as three blue-coated soldiers appeared from an alley, and a dozen rifles swung toward the threat, but Sharpe yelled at the men to lower their guns. “They’re Portuguese!” he shouted, recognizing the high-fronted shakoes. “And lower your flints,” he ordered, not wanting one of the rifles to accidentally fire in the press of refugees. A drunk woman reeled from a tavern door and tried to embrace one of the Portuguese soldiers and Sharpe, glancing back because of the soldier’s protest, saw two of his men, Williamson and Tarrant, vanish through the tavern door. It would be bloody Williamson, he thought, and shouted to Harper to keep going, then followed the two men into the tavern. Tarrant turned to defy him, but he was much too slow and Sharpe banged him in the belly with a fist, cracked both men’s heads together, punched Williamson in the throat and slapped Tarrant’s face before dragging both men back to the street. He had not said a word and still did not speak to them as he booted them toward the arch.


      And once through the arch the press of refugees was even greater as the crews of some thirty British merchant ships, trapped in the city by an obstinate west wind, tried to escape. The sailors had waited until the last moment, praying that the winds would change, but now they abandoned their craft. The lucky ones used their ships’ tenders to row across the Douro, the unlucky joined the chaotic struggle to get onto the bridge. “This way!” Sharpe led his men along the arched facade of warehouses, struggling along the back of the crowd, hoping to get closer to the bridge. Cannonballs rumbled high overhead. The Portuguese battery was wreathed in smoke and every few seconds that smoke became thicker as a gun fired and there would be a glow of sudden red inside the cloud, a jet of dirty smoke would billow far across the river’s high chasm and the thunderous sound of a cannonball would boom overhead as the shot or shell streaked toward the French.


      A pile of empty fish crates gave Sharpe a platform from which he could see the bridge and judge how long before his men could cross safely. He knew there was not much time. More and more Portuguese soldiers were flooding down the steep streets and the French could not be far behind them. He could hear the crackle of musketry like a descant to the big guns’ thunder. He stared over the crowd’s head and saw that Mrs. Savage’s coach had made it to the south bank, but she had not used the bridge, instead crossing the river on a cumbrous wine barge. Other barges still crossed the river, but they were manned by armed men who only took passengers willing to pay. Sharpe knew he could force a passage on one of those boats if he could only get near the quayside, but to do that he would need to fight through a throng of women and children.


      He reckoned the bridge might make an easier escape route. It consisted of a plank roadway laid across eighteen big wine barges that were firmly anchored against the river’s current and against the big surge of tides from the nearby ocean, but the roadway was now crammed with panicked refugees who became even more frantic as the first French cannonballs splashed into the river. Sharpe, turning to look up the hill, saw the green coats of French cavalry appearing beneath the great smoke of the French guns while the blue jackets of French infantry showed in the alleyways lower down the hill.


      “God save Ireland,” Patrick Harper said, and Sharpe, knowing that the Irish Sergeant only used that prayer when things were desperate, looked back to the river to see what had caused the three words.


      He looked and he stared and he knew they were not going to cross the river by the bridge. No one was, not now, because a disaster was happening. “Sweet Jesus,” Sharpe said softly, “sweet Jesus.”


      In the middle of the river, halfway across the bridge, the Portuguese engineers had inserted a drawbridge so that wine barges and other small craft could go upriver. The drawbridge spanned the widest gap between any of the pontoons and it was built of heavy oak beams overlaid with oak planks and it was drawn upward by a pair of windlasses that hauled on ropes through pulleys mounted on a pair of thick timber posts stoutly buttressed with iron struts. The whole mechanism was ponderously heavy and the drawbridge span was wide and the engineers, mindful of the contraption’s weight, had posted notices at either end of the bridge decreeing that only one wagon, carriage or gun team could use the drawbridge at any one time, but now the roadway was so crowded with refugees that the two pontoons supporting the drawbridge’s heavy span were sinking under the weight. The pontoons, like all ships, leaked, and there should have been men aboard to pump out their bilges, but those men had fled with the rest and the weight of the crowd and the slow leaking of the barges meant that the bridge inched lower and lower until the central pontoons, both of them massive barges, were entirely under water and the fast-flowing river began to break and fret against the roadway’s edge. The people there screamed and some of them froze and still more folk pushed on from the northern bank, and then the central part of the roadway slowly dipped beneath the gray water as the people behind forced more fugitives onto the vanished drawbridge which sank even lower.


      “Oh Jesus,” Sharpe said. He could see the first people being swept away. He could hear the shrieks.


      “God save Ireland,” Harper said again and made the sign of the cross.


      The central hundred feet of the bridge were now under water. Those hundred feet had been swept clear of people, but more were being forced into the gap that suddenly churned white as the drawbridge was sheared away from the rest of the bridge by the river’s pressure. The great span of the bridge reared up black, turned over and was swept seawards, and now there was no bridge across the Douro, but the people on the northern bank still did not know the roadway was cut and so they kept pushing and bullying their way onto the sagging bridge and those in front could not hold them back and instead were inexorably pushed into the broken gap where the white water seethed on the bridge’s shattered ends. The cries of the crowd grew louder, and the sound only increased the panic so that more and more people struggled toward the place where the refugees drowned. Gun smoke, driven by an errant gust of wind, dipped into the gorge and whirled above the bridge’s broken center where desperate people thrashed at the water as they were swept downstream. Gulls screamed and wheeled. Some Portuguese troops were now trying to hold the French in the streets of the city, but it was a hopeless endeavor. They were outnumbered, the enemy had the high ground, and more and more French forces were coming down the hill. The screams of the fugitives on the bridge were like the sound of the doomed on the Day of Judgment, the cannonballs were booming overhead, the streets of the city were ringing with musket shots, hooves were echoing from house walls and flames were crackling in buildings broken apart by cannon fire.


      “Those wee children,” Harper said, “God help them.” The orphans, in their dun uniforms, were being pushed into the river. “There’s got to be a bloody boat!”


      But the men manning the barges had rowed themselves to the south bank and abandoned their craft and so there were no boats to rescue the drowning, just horror in a cold gray river and a line of small heads being swept downstream in the fretting waves and there was nothing Sharpe could do. He could not reach the bridge and though he shouted at folk to abandon the crossing they did not understand English. Musket balls were flecking the river now and some were striking the fugitives on the broken bridge.


      “What the hell can we do?” Harper asked.


      “Nothing,” Sharpe said harshly, “except get out of here.” He turned his back on the dying crowd and led his men eastward down the river wharf. Scores of other people were doing the same thing, gambling that the French would not yet have captured the city’s inland suburbs. The sound of musketry was constant in the streets and the Portuguese guns across the river were now firing at the French in the lower streets so that the hammering of the big guns was punctuated by the noise of breaking masonry and splintering rafters.


      Sharpe paused where the wharf ended to make sure all his men were there and he looked back at the bridge to see that so many folk had been forced off its end that the bodies were now jammed in the gap and the water was piling up behind them and foaming white across their heads. He saw a blue-coated Portuguese soldier step on those heads to reach the barge on which the drawbridge had been mounted. Others followed him, skipping over the drowning and the dead. Sharpe was far enough away that he could no longer hear the screams.


      “What happened?” Dodd, usually the quietest of Sharpe’s men, asked.


      “God was looking the other way,” Sharpe said and looked at Harper. “All here?”


      “All present, sir,” Harper said. The big Ulsterman looked as if he had been weeping. “Those poor wee children,” he said resentfully.


      “There was nothing we could do,” Sharpe said curtly, and that was true, though the truth of it did not make him feel any better. “Williamson and Tarrant are on a charge,” he told Harper.


      “Again?”


      “Again,” Sharpe said, and wondered at the idiocy of the two men who would rather have snatched a drink than escape from the city, even if that drink had meant imprisonment in France. “Now come on!” He followed the civilian fugitives who, arriving at the place where the river’s wharf was blocked by the ancient city wall, had turned up an alleyway. The old wall had been built when men fought in armor and shot at each other with crossbows, and the lichen-covered stones would not have stood two minutes against a modern cannon and as if to mark that redundancy the city had knocked great holes in the old ramparts. Sharpe led his men through one such gap, crossed the remnants of a ditch and then hurried into the wider streets of the new town beyond the walls.


      “Crapauds!” Hagman warned Sharpe. “Sir! Up the hill!”


      Sharpe looked to his left and saw a troop of French cavalry riding to cut off the fugitives. They were dragoons, fifty or more of them in their green coats and all carrying straight swords and short carbines. They wore brass helmets that, in wartime, were covered by cloth so the polished metal would not reflect the sunlight. “Keep running!” Sharpe shouted. The dragoons had not spotted the riflemen or, if they had, were not seeking a confrontation, but instead spurred on to where the road skirted a great hill that was topped with a huge white flat-roofed building. A school, perhaps, or a hospital. The main road ran north of the hill, but another went to the south, between the hill and the river, and the dragoons were on the bigger road so Sharpe kept to his right, hoping to escape by the smaller track on the Douro’s bank, but the dragoons at last saw him and drove their horses across the shoulder of the hill to block the lesser road where it bordered the river. Sharpe looked back and saw French infantry following the cavalry. Damn them. Then he saw that still more French troops were pursuing him from the broken city wall. He could probably outrun the infantry, but the dragoons were already ahead of him and the first of them were dismounting and making a barricade across the road. The folk fleeing the city were being headed off and some were climbing to the big white building while others, in despair, were going back to their houses. The cannon were fighting their own battle above the river, the French guns trying to match the bombardment from the big Portuguese battery which had started dozens of fires in the fallen city as the round shot smashed ovens, hearths and forges. The dark smoke of the burning buildings mingled with the gray-white smoke of the guns and beneath that smoke, in the valley of drowning children, Richard Sharpe was trapped.


      


      LIEUTENANT COLONEL James Christopher was neither a lieutenant nor a colonel, though he had once served as a captain in the Lincolnshire Fencibles and still held that commission. He had been christened James Augustus Meredith Christopher and throughout his schooldays had been known as Jam. His father had been a doctor in the small town of Saxilby, a profession and a place that James Christopher liked to ignore, preferring to remember that his mother was second cousin to the Earl of Rochford, and it was Rochford’s influence that had taken Christopher from Cambridge University to the Foreign Office where his command of languages, his natural suavity and his quick intelligence had ensured a swift rise. He had been given early responsibilities, introduced to great men and entrusted with confidences. He was reckoned to be a good prospect, a sound young man whose judgment was usually reliable, which meant, as often as not, that he merely agreed with his superiors, but the reputation had led to his present appointment which was a position as lonely as it was secret. James Christopher’s task was to advise the government whether it would be prudent to keep British troops in Portugal.


      The decision, of course, would not rest with James Christopher. He might be a coming man in the Foreign Office, but the decision to stay or withdraw would be taken by the Prime Minister, though what mattered was the quality of advice being given to the Prime Minister. The soldiers, of course, would want to stay because war brought promotion, and the Foreign Secretary wanted the troops to remain because he detested the French, but other men in Whitehall took a more sanguine view and had sent James Christopher to take Portugal’s temperature. The Whigs, enemies of the administration, feared another debacle like that which had led to Corunna. Better, they said, to recognize reality and come to an understanding with the French now, and the Whigs had enough influence in the Foreign Office to have James Christopher posted to Portugal. The army, which had not been told what his true business was, nevertheless agreed to brevet him as a lieutenant colonel and appoint him as an aide to General Cradock, and Christopher used the army’s couriers to send military intelligence to the General and political dispatches to the embassy in Lisbon whence, though they were addressed to the Ambassador, the messages were sent unopened to London. The Prime Minister needed sound advice and James Christopher was supposed to supply the facts that would frame the advice, though of late he had been busy making new facts. He had seen beyond the war’s messy realities to the golden future. James Christopher, in short, had seen the light.


      None of which occupied his thoughts as he rode out of Oporto less than a cannon’s range ahead of the French troops. A couple of musket shots were sent in his direction, but Christopher and his servant were superbly mounted on fine Irish horses and they quickly outran the half-hearted pursuit. They took to the hills, galloping along the terrace of a vineyard and then climbing into a forest of pine and oak where they stopped to rest the horses.


      Christopher gazed back westward. The sun had dried the roads after the night’s heavy rain and a smear of dust on the horizon showed where the French army’s baggage train was advancing toward the newly captured city of Oporto. The city itself, hidden now by hills, was marked by a great plume of dirty smoke spewing up from burning houses and from the busy batteries of cannons that, though muted by distance, sounded like an unceasing thunder. No French troops had bothered to pursue Christopher this far. A dozen laborers were deepening a ditch in the valley and ignored the fugitives on the nearby road as if to suggest that the war was the city’s business, not theirs. There were no British riflemen among the fugitives, Christopher noted, but he would have been surprised to see Sharpe and his men this far from the city. Doubtless by now they were dead or captured. What had Hogan been thinking of in asking Sharpe to accompany him? Was it because the shrewd Irishman suspected something? But how could Hogan know? Christopher worried at the problem for a few moments, then dismissed it. Hogan could know nothing; he was just trying to be helpful. “The French did well today,” Christopher remarked to his Portuguese servant, a young man with receding hair and a thin, earnest face.


      “The devil will get them in the end, senhor,” the servant answered.


      “Sometimes mere men have to do the devil’s business,” Christopher said. He drew a small telescope from his pocket and trained it on the far hills. “In the next few days,” he said, still gazing through the glass, “you will see some things that will surprise you.”


      “If you say so, senhor,” the servant answered.


      “But ‘there are more things in heaven and earth, Horatio, than are dreamt of in your philosophy.’ ”


      “If you say so, senhor,” the servant repeated, wondering why the English officer called him Horatio when his name was Luis, but he thought it was probably better not to ask. Luis had been a barber in Lisbon where he had sometimes cut the hair of men from the British embassy and it had been those men who had recommended him as a reliable servant to Christopher who paid him good wages in real gold, English gold, and if the English were mad and got names wrong they still made the best coinage in the world, which meant that Colonel Christopher could call Luis whatever he wanted so long as he went on paying him thick guineas embossed with the figure of Saint George slaying the dragon.


      Christopher was looking for any sign of a French pursuit, but his telescope was small, old and had a scratched lens and he could see very little better with it than without it. He was meaning to buy another, but he never had the opportunity. He collapsed the glass, put it in his saddle pouch and took out a fresh toothpick that he thrust between his teeth. “Onwards,” he said brusquely, and he led the servant through the wood, across the hill’s crest and down to a large farmhouse. It was plain that Christopher knew the route well for he did not hesitate on the way, nor was he apprehensive as he curbed his horse beside the farm gate. “Stables are in there,” he told Luis, pointing to an archway, “kitchen is beyond the blue door and the folks here are expecting us. We’ll spend the night here.”


      “Not at Vila Real de Zedes, senhor?” Luis asked. “I heard you say we would look for Miss Savage?”


      “Your English is getting too good if it lets you eavesdrop,” Christopher said sourly. “Tomorrow, Luis; we shall look for Miss Savage tomorrow.” Christopher slid out of the saddle and threw the reins to Luis. “Cool the horses, unsaddle them, find me something to eat and bring it to my room. One of the servants will let you know where I am.”


      Luis walked the two horses to cool them down, then stabled, watered and fed them. Afterward he went to the kitchen where a cook and two maids showed no surprise at his arrival. Luis had become accustomed to being taken to some remote village or house where his master was known, but he had never been to this farmhouse before. He would have felt happier if Christopher had retreated across the river, but the farm was well hidden in the hills and it was possible the French would never come here. The servants told Luis that the house and lands belonged to a Lisbon merchant who had instructed them to do all they could to accommodate Colonel Christopher’s wishes. “He’s been here often then?” Luis asked.


      The cook giggled. “He used to come with his woman.”


      That explained why Luis had not been brought here before and he wondered who the woman was. “He wants food now,” Luis said. “What woman?”


      “The pretty widow,” the cook said, then sighed. “But we have not seen her in a month. A pity. He should have married her.” She had a chickpea soup on the stove and she ladled some into a bowl, cut some cold mutton and put it on a tray with the soup, red wine and a small loaf of newly baked bread. “Tell the Colonel the meal will be ready for his guest this afternoon.”


      “His guest?” Luis asked, bemused.


      “One guest for dinner, he told us. Now hurry! Don’t let that soup get cold. You go up the stairs and turn right.”


      Luis carried the tray upstairs. It was a fine house, well built and handsome, with some ancient paintings on the walls. He found the door to his master’s bedroom ajar and Christopher must have heard the footsteps for he called out that Luis should come in without knocking. “Put the food by the window,” he ordered.


      Christopher had changed his clothes and now, instead of wearing the black breeches, black boots and red tailcoat of an English officer, he was in sky-blue breeches that had black leather reinforcements wherever they might touch a saddle. The breeches were skin tight, made so by the laces that ran up both flanks from the ankles to the waist. The Colonel’s new jacket was of the same sky blue as the breeches, but decorated with lavish silver piping that climbed to curl around the stiff, high red collar. Over his left shoulder was a pelisse, a fake jacket trimmed with fur, while on a side table was a cavalry saber and a tall black hat that bore a short silver cockade held in place by an enamelled badge.


      And the enamelled badge displayed the tricolor of France.


      “I said you would be surprised,” Christopher remarked to Luis who was, indeed, gaping at his master.


      Luis found his voice. “You are…” he faltered.


      “I am an English officer, Luis, as you very well know, but the uniform is that of a French hussar. Ah! Chickpea soup, I do so like chickpea soup. Peasant food, but good.” He crossed to the table and, grimacing because his breeches were so tightly laced, lowered himself into the chair. “We shall be sitting a guest to dinner this afternoon.”


      “So I was told,” Luis said coldly.


      “You will serve, Luis, and you will not be deterred by the fact that my guest is a French officer.”


      “French?” Luis sounded disgusted.


      “French,” Christopher confirmed, “and he will be coming here with an escort. Probably a large escort, and it would not do, would it, if that escort were to return to their army and say that their officer met with an Englishman? Which is why I wear this.” He gestured at the French uniform, then smiled at Luis. “War is like chess,” Christopher went on, “there are two sides and if the one wins then the other must lose.”


      “France must not win,” Luis said harshly.


      “There are black and white pieces,” Christopher continued, ignoring his servant’s protest, “and both obey rules. But who makes those rules, Luis? That is where the power lies. Not with the players, certainly not with the pieces, but with the man who makes the rules.”


      “France must not win,” Luis said again. “I am a good Portuguese!”


      Christopher sighed at his servant’s stupidity and decided to make things simpler for Luis to understand. “You want to rid Portugal of the French?”


      “You know I do!”


      “Then serve dinner this afternoon. Be courteous, hide your thoughts and have faith in me.”


      Because Christopher had seen the light and now he would rewrite the rules.


      [image: logo]


      SHARPE STARED ahead to where the dragoons had lifted four skiffs from the river and used them to make a barricade across the road. There was no way around the barricade which stretched between two houses, for beyond the right-hand house was the river and beyond the left was the steep hill where the French infantry approached, and there were more French infantry behind Sharpe, which meant the only way out of the trap was to go straight through the barricade.


      “What do we do, sir?” Harper asked.


      Sharpe swore.


      “That bad, eh?” Harper unslung his rifle. “We could pick some of those boys off the barricade there.”


      “We could,” Sharpe agreed, but it would only annoy the French, not defeat them. He could defeat them, he was sure, because his riflemen were good and the enemy’s barricade was low, but Sharpe was also sure he would lose half his men in the fight and the other half would still have to escape the pursuit of vengeful horsemen. He could fight, he could win, but he could not survive the victory.


      There really was only one thing to do, but Sharpe was reluctant to say it aloud. He had never surrendered. The very thought was horrid.


      “Fix swords,” he shouted.


      His men looked surprised, but they obeyed. They took the long sword bayonets from their scabbards and slotted them onto the rifle muzzles. Sharpe drew his own sword, a heavy cavalry blade that was a yard of slaughtering steel. “All right, lads. Four files!”


      “Sir?” Harper was puzzled.


      “You heard me, Sergeant! Four files! Smartly, now.”


      Harper shouted the men into line. The French infantry who had come from the city were only a hundred paces behind now, too far for an accurate musket shot though one Frenchman did try and his ball cracked into the whitewashed wall of a cottage beside the road. The sound seemed to irritate Sharpe. “On the double now!” he snapped. “Advance!”


      They trotted down the road toward the newly erected barricade which was two hundred paces ahead. The river slid gray and swirling to their right while on their left was a field dotted with the remnants of last year’s haystacks which were small and pointed so that they looked like bedraggled witches’ hats. A hobbled cow with a broken horn watched them pass. Some fugitives, despairing of passing the dragoons’ roadblock, had settled in the field to await their fate.


      “Sir?” Harper managed to catch up with Sharpe, who was a dozen paces ahead of his men.


      “Sergeant?”


      It was always “Sergeant,” Harper noted, when things were grim, never “Patrick” or “Pat.” “What are we doing, sir?”


      “We’re charging that barricade, Sergeant.”


      “They’ll fillet our guts, if you’ll pardon me saying so, sir. The buggers will turn us inside out.”


      “I know that,” Sharpe said, “and you know that. But do they know that?”


      Harper stared at the dragoons who were leveling their carbines across the keels of the upturned skiffs. The carbine, like a musket and unlike a rifle, was smoothbore and thus inaccurate, which meant the dragoons would wait until the last moment to unleash their volley, and that volley promised to be heavy for still more of the green-coated enemy were squeezing onto the road behind the barricade and aiming their weapons. “I think they do know that, sir,” Harper observed.


      Sharpe agreed, though he would not say so. He had ordered his men to fix swords because the sight of fixed bayonets was more frightening than the threat of rifles alone, but the dragoons did not seem to be worried by the menace of the steel blades. They were crowding together so that every carbine could join the opening volley and Sharpe knew he would have to surrender, but he was unwilling to do it without a single shot being fired. He quickened his pace, reckoning that one of the dragoons would fire at him too soon and that one shot would be Sharpe’s signal to halt, throw down his sword and so save his men’s lives. The decision hurt, but it was the only option he had unless God sent a miracle.


      “Sir?” Harper struggled to keep up with Sharpe. “They’ll kill you!”


      “Get back, Sergeant,” Sharpe said, “that’s an order.” He wanted the dragoons to fire at him, not at his men.


      “They’ll bloody kill you!” Harper said.


      “Maybe they’ll turn and run,” Sharpe called back.


      “God save Ireland,” Harper said, “and why would they do that?”


      “Because God wears a green jacket,” Sharpe snarled, “of course.”


      And just then the French turned and ran.

    

  


  
    
      Chapter 2

    


    
      SHARPE HAD ALWAYS BEEN LUCKY. Maybe not in the greater things of life, certainly not in the nature of his birth to a Cat Lane whore who had died without giving her only son a single caress, nor in the manner of his upbringing in a London orphanage that cared not a jot for the children within its grim walls, but in the smaller things, in those moments when success and failure had been a bullet’s width apart, he had been lucky. It had been good fortune that took him to the tunnel where the Tippoo Sultan was trapped, and even better fortune that had decapitated an orderly at Assaye so that Richard Sharpe was riding behind Sir Arthur Wellesley when that General’s horse was killed by a pike thrust and Sir Arthur was thrown down among the enemy. All luck, outrageous luck sometimes, but even Sharpe doubted his good fortune when he saw the dragoons twisting away from the barricade. Was he dead? Dreaming? Concussed and imagining things? But then he heard the roar of triumph from his men and he knew he was not dreaming. The enemy really had turned away and Sharpe was going to live and his men would not have to march as prisoners to France.


      He heard the firing then, the stuttering chatter of muskets and realized that the dragoons had been attacked from their rear. There was powder smoke hanging thick between the houses that edged the road, and more coming from an orchard halfway up the hill on which the great white flat-topped block of a building stood, and then Sharpe was at the barricade and he leaped up onto the first skiff, his foot half sticking in some new tar that had been smeared on its lower hull. The dragoons were facing away from him, shooting up at the windows, but then a green-coated man turned and saw Sharpe and shouted a warning. An officer came from the door of the house beside the river and Sharpe, jumping down from the boat, skewered the man’s shoulder with his big sword, then shoved him hard against the limewashed wall as the dragoon who had shouted the warning fired at him. The ball plucked at Sharpe’s heavy pack, then Sharpe kneed the officer in the groin and turned on the man who had fired at him. That man was going backward mouthing “non, non,” and Sharpe slammed the sword against his head, drawing blood but doing more damage with the blade’s sheer weight so that the dazed dragoon fell and was trampled by riflemen swarming over the low barricade. They were screaming slaughter, deaf to Harper’s shout to give the dragoons a volley.


      Maybe three rifles fired, but the rest of the men kept charging to take their sword bayonets to an enemy that could not stand against an attack from front and back. The dragoons had been ambushed by troops coming from a building some fifty yards down the road, troops who had been hidden in the building and in the garden behind, and the French were now being attacked from both sides. The small space between the houses was veiled in powder smoke, loud with screams and the echo of shots, stinking of blood, and Sharpe’s men were fighting with a ferocity that both astonished and appalled the French. They were dragoons, schooled to fight with big swords from horseback, and they were not ready for this bloody brawl on foot with riflemen hardened by years of tavern fights and barrack-room conflicts. The men in rifle-green jackets were murderous in close combat and the surviving dragoons fled back to a grassy space on the river bank where their horses were picketed and Sharpe roared at his men to keep going eastward. “Let them go!” he shouted. “Drop ’em! Drop ’em!” The last four words were those used in the rat pit, the instruction shouted to a terrier trying to kill a rat that was already dead. “Drop ’em! Keep going!” There was French infantry close behind, there were more cavalrymen in Oporto and Sharpe’s priority now was to get as far away from the city as he possibly could. “Sergeant!”


      “I hear you, sir!” Harper shouted and he waded down the alley and hauled Rifleman Tongue away from a Frenchman. “Come on, Isaiah! Move your bloody bones!”


      “I’m killing the bastard, Sergeant, I’m killing the bastard!”


      “The bastard’s already dead! Now move!” A brace of carbine bullets rattled in the alleyway. A woman screamed incessantly in one of the nearby houses. A fleeing dragoon stumbled over a pile of woven wicker fish traps and sprawled in the house’s backyard where another Frenchman was lying among a pile of drying washing that he had pulled from a line as he died. The white sheets were red with his blood. Gataker aimed at a dragoon officer who had managed to mount his horse, but Harper pulled him away. “Keep running! Keep running!”


      Then there was a swarm of blue uniforms to Sharpe’s left and he turned, sword raised, and saw they were Portuguese. “Friends!” he shouted for the benefit of his riflemen. “Watch out for the Portuguese!” The Portuguese soldiers were the ones who had saved him from an ignominious surrender, and now, having ambushed the French from behind, they joined Sharpe’s men in their headlong flight to the east.


      “Keep going!” Harper bawled. Some of the riflemen were panting and they slowed to a walk until a flurry of carbine shots from the surviving dragoons made them hurry again. Most of the shots went high, one banged into the road beside Sharpe and ricocheted up into a poplar, and another struck Tarrant in the hip. The rifleman went down, screaming, and Sharpe grabbed his collar and kept running, dragging Tarrant with him. The road and river curved leftwards and there were trees and bushes on its bank. That woodland was not far away, too close to the city for comfort, but it would provide cover while Sharpe reorganized his men.


      “Get to the trees!” Sharpe yelled. “Get to the trees!”


      Tarrant was in pain, shouting protests and leaving a trail of blood on the road. Sharpe pulled him into the trees and let him drop, then stood beside the road and shouted at his men to form a line at the wood’s edge. “Count them, Sergeant,” he called to Harper, “count them!” The Portuguese infantry mingled with the riflemen and began reloading their muskets. Sharpe unslung his rifle and fired at a cavalryman who was wheeling his horse on the river bank, ready to pursue. The horse reared, throwing its rider. Other dragoons had drawn their long straight swords, evidently intent on a vengeful pursuit, but then a French officer shouted at the cavalrymen to stay where they were. He at least understood that a charge into thick trees where infantry was loaded and ready was tantamount to suicide. He would wait for his own infantry to catch up.


      Daniel Hagman took out the scissors that had cut Sharpe’s hair and sliced Tarrant’s breeches away from the wounded hip. Blood spilled down as Hagman cut, then the old man grimaced. “Reckon he’s lost the joint, sir.”


      “He can’t walk?”


      “He won’t walk never again,” Hagman said. Tarrant swore viciously. He was one of Sharpe’s troublemakers, a sullen man from Hertfordshire who never lost a chance to become drunk and vicious, but when he was sober he was a good marksman who did not lose his head in battle. “You’ll be all right, Ned,” Hagman told him, “you’ll live.”


      “Carry me,” Tarrant appealed to his friend, Williamson.


      “Leave him!” Sharpe snapped. “Take his rifle, ammunition and sword.”


      “You can’t just leave him here,” Williamson said, and obstructed Hagman so that he could not unbuckle his friend’s cartridge box.


      Sharpe seized Williamson by the shoulder and hauled him away. “I said leave him!” He did not like it, but he could not be slowed down by the weight of a wounded man, and the French would tend for Tarrant better than any of Sharpe’s men could. The rifleman would go to a French army hospital, be treated by French doctors and, if he did not die from gangrene, would probably be exchanged for a wounded French prisoner. Tarrant would go home, a cripple, and most likely end in the parish workhouse. Sharpe pushed through the trees to find Harper. Carbine bullets pattered through the branches, leaving shreds of leaf sifting down the shafts of sunlight behind them. “Anyone missing?” Sharpe asked Harper.


      “No, sir. What happened to Tarrant?”


      “Bullet in the hip,” Sharpe said, “he’ll have to stay here.”


      “Won’t miss him,” Harper said, though before Sharpe had made the Irishman into a sergeant, Harper had been a crony of the troublemakers among whom Tarrant had been a ringleader. Now Harper was the troublemaker’s scourge. It was strange, Sharpe reflected, what three stripes could do.


      Sharpe reloaded his rifle, knelt by a laurel tree, cocked the weapon and stared at the French. Most of the dragoons were mounted, though a handful were on foot and trying their luck with their carbines, but at too long a range. But in a minute or two, Sharpe thought, they would have a hundred infantrymen ready to charge. It was time to go.


      “Senhor.” A very young Portuguese officer appeared beside the tree and bowed to Sharpe.


      “Later!” Sharpe didn’t like to be so rude, but there was no time to waste on courtesies. “Dan!” He pushed past the Portuguese officer and shouted at Hagman. “Have we got Tarrant’s kit?”


      “Here, sir.” Hagman had the wounded man’s rifle on his shoulder and his cartridge box dangling from his belt. Sharpe would have hated the French to collect a Baker rifle, they were trouble enough already without being given the best weapon ever issued to a skirmisher.


      “This way!” Sharpe ordered, going north away from the river.


      He deliberately left the road. It followed the river, and the open pastures on the Douro’s bank offered few obstacles to pursuing cavalry, but a smaller track twisted north through the trees and Sharpe took it, using the woodland to cover his escape. As the ground became higher the trees thinned out, becoming groves of squat oaks that were cultivated because their thick bark provided the corks for Oporto’s wine. Sharpe led a gruelling pace, only stopping after half an hour when they came to the edge of the oaks and were staring at a great valley of vineyards. The city was still in sight to the west, the smoke from its many fires drifting over the oaks and vines. The men rested. Sharpe had feared a pursuit, but the French evidently wanted to plunder Oporto’s houses and find the prettiest women and had no mind to pursue a handful of soldiers fleeing into the hills.


      The Portuguese soldiers had kept pace with Sharpe’s riflemen and their officer, who had tried to talk to Sharpe before, now approached again. He was very young and very slender and very tall and wearing what looked like a brand-new uniform. His officer’s sword hung from a white shoulder sash edged with silver piping and at his belt was a holstered pistol that looked so clean Sharpe suspected it had never been fired. He was good-looking except for a black mustache that was too thin, and something about his demeanor suggested he was a gentleman, and a decent one at that, for his dark and intelligent eyes were oddly mournful, but perhaps that was no surprise for he had just seen Oporto fall to invaders. He bowed to Sharpe. “Senhor?”


      “I don’t speak Portuguese,” Sharpe said.


      “I am Lieutenant Vicente,” the officer said in good English. His dark-blue uniform had white piping at its hems and was decorated with silver buttons and red cuffs and a high red collar. He wore a barretina, a shako with a false front that added six inches to his already considerable height. The number 18 was emblazoned on the barretina’s brass front plate. He was out of breath and sweat was glistening on his face, but he was determined to remember his manners. “I congratulate you, senhor.”


      “Congratulate me?” Sharpe did not understand.


      “I watched you, senhor, on the road beneath the seminary. I thought you must surrender, but instead you attacked. It was”—Vicente paused, frowning as he searched for the right word—“it was great bravery,” he went on and then embarrassed Sharpe by removing the barretina and bowing again, “and I brought my men to attack the French because your bravery deserved it.”


      “I wasn’t being brave,” Sharpe said, “just bloody stupid.”


      “You were brave,” Vicente insisted, “and we salute you.” He looked for a moment as though he planned to step smartly back, draw his sword and whip the blade up into a formal salute, but Sharpe managed to head off the flourish with a question about Vicente’s men. “There are thirty-seven of us, senhor,” the young Portuguese answered gravely, “and we are from the eighteenth regiment, the second of Porto.” He gave Oporto its proper Portuguese name. The regiment, he said, had been defending the makeshift palisades on the city’s northern edge and had retreated toward the bridge where it had dissolved into panic. Vicente had gone eastward in the company of these thirty-seven men, only ten of whom were from his own company. “There were more of us,” he confessed, “many more, but most kept running. One of my sergeants said I was a fool to try and rescue you and I had to shoot him to stop him from spreading, what is the word? Desesperança? Ah, despair, and then I led these volunteers to your assistance.”


      For a few seconds Sharpe just stared at the Portuguese Lieutenant. “You did what?” he finally asked.


      “I led these men back to give you aid. I am the only officer of my company left, so who else could make the decision? Captain Rocha was killed by a cannonball up on the redoubt, and the others? I do not know what happened to them.”


      “No,” Sharpe said, “before that. You shot your Sergeant?”


      Vicente nodded. “I shall stand trial, of course. I shall plead necessity.” There were tears in his eyes. “But the Sergeant said you were all dead men and that we were beaten ones. He was urging the men to shed their uniforms and desert.”


      “You did the right thing,” Sharpe said, astonished.


      Vicente bowed again. “You flatter me, senhor.”


      “And stop calling me senhor,” Sharpe said. “I’m a lieutenant like you.”


      Vicente took a half step back, unable to hide his surprise. “You are a…?” he began to ask, then understood that the question was rude. Sharpe was older than he was, maybe by ten years, and if Sharpe was still a lieutenant then presumably he was not a good soldier, for a good soldier, by the age of thirty, must have been promoted. “But I am sure, senhor,” Vicente went on, “that you are senior to me.”


      “I might not be,” Sharpe said.


      “I have been a lieutenant for two weeks,” Vicente said.


      It was Sharpe’s turn to look surprised. “Two weeks!”


      “I had some training before that, of course,” Vicente said, “and during my studies I read the exploits of the great soldiers.”


      “Your studies?”


      “I am a lawyer, senhor.”


      “A lawyer!” Sharpe could not hide his instinctive disgust. He came from the gutters of England and anyone born and raised in those gutters knew that most persecution and oppression was inflicted by lawyers. Lawyers were the devil’s servants who ushered men and women to the gallows, they were the vermin who gave orders to the bailiffs, they made their snares from statutes and became wealthy on their victims and when they were rich enough they became politicians so they could devise even more laws to make themselves even wealthier. “I hate bloody lawyers,” Sharpe growled with a genuine intensity for he was remembering Lady Grace and what had happened after she died and how the lawyers had stripped him of every penny he had ever made, and the memory of Grace and her dead baby brought all the old misery back and he thrust it out of mind. “I do hate lawyers,” he said.


      Vicente was so dumbfounded by Sharpe’s hostility that he seemed to simply blank it out of his mind. “I was a lawyer,” he said, “before I took up my country’s sword. I worked for the Real Companhia Velha, which is responsible for the regulation of the trade of port wine.”


      “If a child of mine wanted to become a lawyer,” Sharpe said, “I’d strangle it with my own hands and then piss on its grave.”


      “So you are married then, senhor?” Vicente asked politely.


      “No, I’m bloody not married.”


      “I misunderstood,” Vicente said, then gestured toward his tired troops. “So here we are, senhor, and I thought we might join forces.”


      “Maybe,” Sharpe said grudgingly, “but make one thing clear, lawyer. If your commission is two weeks old then I’m the senior man. I’m in charge. No bloody lawyer weaselling around that.”


      “Of course, senhor,” Vicente said, frowning as though he was offended by Sharpe’s stating of the obvious.


      Bloody lawyer, Sharpe thought, of all the bloody ill fortune. He knew he had behaved boorishly, especially as this courtly young lawyer had possessed the courage to kill a sergeant and lead his men to Sharpe’s rescue, and he knew he should apologize for his rudeness, but instead he stared south and west, trying to make sense of the landscape, looking for any pursuit and wondering where in hell he was. He took out his fine telescope which had been a gift from Sir Arthur Wellesley and trained it back the way they had come, staring over the trees, and at last he saw what he expected to see. Dust. A lot of dust being kicked up by hooves, boots or wheels. It could have been fugitives streaming eastward on the road beside the river, or it could have been the French, Sharpe could not tell.


      “You will be trying to get south of the Douro?” Vicente asked.


      “Aye, I am. But there’s no bridges on this part of the river, is that right?”


      “Not till you reach Amarante,” Vicente said, “and that is on the River Tamega. It is a…how do you say? A side river? Tributary, thank you, of the Douro, but once across the Tamega there is a bridge over the Douro at Pêso da Régua.”


      “And are the Frogs on the far side of the Tamega?”


      Vicente shook his head. “We were told General Silveira is there.”


      Being told that a Portuguese general was waiting across a river was not the same as knowing it, Sharpe thought. “And there’s a ferry over the Douro,” he asked, “not far from here?”


      Vicente nodded. “At Barca d’Avintas.”


      “How close is it?”


      Vicente thought for a heartbeat. “Maybe a half-hour’s walk? Less, probably.”


      “That close?” But if the ferry was close to Oporto then the French could already be there. “And how far is Amarante?”


      “We could be there tomorrow.”


      “Tomorrow,” Sharpe echoed, then collapsed the telescope. He stared south. Was that dust thrown up by the French? Were they on their way to Barca d’Avintas? He wanted to use the ferry because it was so much nearer, but also riskier. Would the French be expecting fugitives to use the ferry? Or perhaps the invaders did not even know it existed. There was only one way to find out. “How do we get to Barca d’Avintas?” he asked Vicente, gesturing back down the track that led through the cork oaks. “The same way we came?”


      “There is a quicker path,” Vicente said.


      “Then lead on.”


      Some of the men were sleeping, but Harper kicked them awake and they all followed Vicente off the road and down into a gentle valley where vines grew in neatly tended rows. From there they climbed another hill and walked through meadows dotted with the small haystacks left from the previous year. Flowers studded the grass and twined about the witch-hat haystacks, while blossoms filled the hedgerows. There was no path, though Vicente led the men confidently enough.


      “You know where you’re going?” Sharpe asked suspiciously after a while.


      “I know this landscape,” Vicente assured the rifleman, “I know it well.”


      “You grew up here, then?”


      Vicente shook his head. “I was raised in Coimbra. That’s far to the south, senhor, but I know this landscape because I belong”—he checked and corrected himself—“belonged to a society that walks here.”


      “A society that walks in the countryside?” Sharpe asked, amused.


      Vicente blushed. “We are philosophers, senhor, and poets.”


      Sharpe was too astonished to respond immediately, but finally managed a question. “You were what?”


      “Philosophers and poets, senhor.”


      “Jesus bloody Christ,” Sharpe said.


      “We believe, senhor,” Vicente went on, “that there is inspiration in the countryside. The country, you see, is natural, while towns are made by man and so harbor all men’s wickedness. If we wish to discover our natural goodness then it must be sought in the country.” He was having trouble finding the right English words to express what he meant. “There is, I think,” he tried again, “a natural goodness in the world and we seek it.”


      “So you come here for inspiration?”


      “We do, yes.” Vicente nodded eagerly.


      Giving inspiration to a lawyer, Sharpe thought sourly, was like feeding fine brandy to a rat. “And let me guess,” he said, barely hiding his derision, “that the members of your society of rhyming philosophers are all men. Not a woman among you, eh?”


      “How did you know?” Vicente asked in amazement.


      “I told you, I guessed.”


      Vicente nodded. “It is not, of course, that we do not like women. You must not think that we do not want their company, but they are reluctant to join our discussions. They would be most welcome, of course, but…” His voice tailed away.


      “Women are like that,” Sharpe said. Women, he had found, preferred the company of rogues to the joys of conversation with sober and earnest young men like Lieutenant Vicente who harbored romantic dreams about the world and whose thin black mustache had patently been grown in an attempt to make himself look older and more sophisticated and only succeeded in making him look younger. “Tell me something, Lieutenant,” he said.


      “Jorge,” Vicente interrupted him, “my name is Jorge. Like your saint.”


      “So tell me something, Jorge. You said you had some training as a soldier. What kind of training was it?”


      “We had lectures in Porto.”


      “Lectures?”


      “On the history of warfare. On Hannibal, Alexander and Caesar.”


      “Book learning?” Sharpe asked, not hiding his derision.


      “Book learning,” Vicente said bravely, “comes naturally to a lawyer, and a lawyer, moreover, who saved your life, Lieutenant.”


      Sharpe grunted, knowing he had deserved that mild reproof. “What did happen back there,” he asked, “when you rescued me? I know you shot one of your sergeants, but why didn’t the French hear you do that?”


      “Ah!” Vicente frowned, thinking. “I shall be honest, Lieutenant, and tell you it is not all to my credit. I had shot the Sergeant before I saw you. He was telling the men to strip off their uniforms and run away. Some did and the others would not listen to me so I shot him. It was very sad. And most of the men were in the tavern by the river, close to where the French made their barricade.” Sharpe had seen no tavern; he had been too busy trying to extricate his men from the dragoons to notice one. “It was then I saw you coming. Sergeant Macedo”—Vicente gestured toward a squat, dark-faced man stumping along behind—“wanted to stay hidden in the tavern and I told the men that it was time to fight for Portugal. Most did not seem to listen, so I drew my pistol, senhor, and I went into the road. I thought I would die, but I also thought I must set an example.”


      “But your men followed you?”


      “They did,” Vicente said warmly, “and Sergeant Macedo fought very bravely.”


      “I think,” Sharpe said, “that despite being a bloody lawyer you’re a remarkable bloody soldier.”


      “I am?” The young Portuguese sounded amazed, but Sharpe knew it must have taken a natural leader to bring men out of a tavern to ambush a party of dragoons.


      “So did all your philosophers and poets join the army?” Sharpe asked.


      Vicente looked embarrassed. “Some joined the French, alas.”


      “The French!”


      The Lieutenant shrugged. “There is a belief, senhor, that the future of mankind is prophesied in French thought. In French ideas. In Portugal, I think, we are old-fashioned and in response many of us are inspired by the French philosophers. They reject the church and the old ways. They dislike the monarchy and despise unearned privilege. Their ideas are very exciting. You have read them?”


      “No,” Sharpe said.


      “But I love my country more than I love Monsieur Rousseau,” Vicente said sadly, “so I shall be a soldier before I am a poet.”


      “Quite right,” Sharpe said, “best choose something useful to do with your life.” They crossed a small rise in the ground and Sharpe saw the river ahead and a small village beside it and he checked Vicente with an upraised hand. “Is that Barca d’Avintas?”


      “It is,” Vicente said.


      “God damn it,” Sharpe said bitterly, because the French were there already.


      The river curled gently at the foot of some blue-tinged hills, and between Sharpe and the river were meadows, vineyards, the small village, a stream flowing to the river and the goddamned bloody French. More dragoons. The green-coated cavalrymen had dismounted and now strolled about the village as if they did not have a care in the world and Sharpe, dropping back behind some gorse bushes, waved his men down. “Sergeant! Skirmish order along the crest.” He left Harper to get on with deploying the rifles while he took out his telescope and stared at the enemy.


      “What do I do?” Vicente asked.


      “Just wait,” Sharpe said. He focused the glass, marveling at the clarity of its magnified image. He could see the buckle holes in the girth straps on the dragoons’ horses which were picketed in a small field just to the west of the village. He counted the horses. Forty-six. Maybe forty-eight. It was hard to tell because some of the beasts were bunched together. Call it fifty men. He edged the telescope left and saw smoke rising from beyond the village, maybe from the river bank. A small stone bridge crossed the stream which flowed from the north. He could see no villagers. Had they fled? He looked to the west, back down the road which led to Oporto, and he could see no more Frenchmen, which suggested the dragoons were a patrol sent to harry fugitives. “Pat!”


      “Sir?” Harper came and crouched beside him.


      “We can take these bastards.”


      Harper borrowed Sharpe’s telescope and stared south for a good minute. “Forty of them? Fifty?”


      “About that. Make sure our boys are loaded.” Sharpe left the telescope with Harper and scrambled back from the crest to find Vicente. “Call your men here. I want to talk to them. You’ll translate.” Sharpe waited till the thirty-seven Portuguese were assembled. Most looked uncomfortable, doubtless wondering why they were being commanded by a foreigner. “My name is Sharpe,” he told the blue-coated troops, “Lieutenant Sharpe, and I’ve been a soldier for sixteen years.” He waited for Vicente to interpret, then pointed at the youngest-looking Portuguese soldier, a lad who could not have been a day over seventeen and might well have been three years younger. “I was carrying a musket before you were born. And I mean carrying a musket. I was a soldier like you. I marched in the ranks.” Vicente, as he translated, gave Sharpe a surprised look. The rifleman ignored it. “I’ve fought in Flanders,” Sharpe went on, “I’ve fought in India, I’ve fought in Spain and I’ve fought in Portugal, and I’ve never lost a fight. Never.” The Portuguese had just been run out of the great northern redoubt in front of Oporto and that defeat was still sore, yet here was a man telling them he was invincible and some of them looked at the scar on his face and the hardness in his eyes and they believed him. “Now you and I are going to fight together,” Sharpe went on, “and that means we’re going to win. We’re going to run these damned Frenchmen out of Portugal!” Some of them smiled at that. “Don’t take any notice of what happened today. That wasn’t your fault. You were led by a bishop! What bloody use is a bishop to anyone? You might as well go into battle with a lawyer.” Vicente gave Sharpe a swift and reproving glance before translating the last sentence, but he must have done it correctly for the men grinned at Sharpe. “We’re going to run the bastards back to France,” Sharpe continued, “and for every Portuguese and Briton they kill we’re going to slaughter a score.” Some of the Portuguese thumped their musket butts on the ground in approbation. “But before we fight,” Sharpe went on, “you’d better know I have three rules and you had all better get used to those rules now. Because if you break these three rules then, God help me, I’ll goddamn break you.” Vicente sounded nervous as he interpreted the last few words.


      Sharpe waited, then held up one finger. “You don’t get drunk without my permission.” A second finger. “You don’t thieve from anyone unless you’re starving. And I don’t count taking things off the enemy as thieving.” That got a smile. He held up the third finger. “And you fight as if the devil himself was on your tail. That’s it! You don’t get drunk, you don’t thieve and you fight like demons. You understand?” They nodded after the translation.


      “And right now,” Sharpe went on, “you’re going to start fighting. You’re going to make three ranks and you’ll fire a volley at some French cavalry.” He would have preferred two ranks, but only the British fought in two ranks. Every other army used three and so, for the moment, he would too, even though thirty-seven men in three ranks offered a very small frontage. “And you won’t pull your trigger until Lieutenant Vicente gives the order. You can trust him! He’s a good soldier, your Lieutenant!” Vicente blushed and perhaps made some modest changes to his interpretation, but the grins on his men’s faces suggested the lawyer had conveyed the gist of Sharpe’s words. “Make sure your muskets are loaded,” Sharpe said, “but not cocked. I don’t want the enemy knowing we’re here because some careless halfwit lets off a cocked musket. Now, enjoy killing the bastards.” He left them on that bloodthirsty note and walked back to the crest where he knelt beside Harper. “Are they doing anything?” he asked, nodding toward the dragoons.


      “Getting drunk,” Harper said. “Gave them the talk, did you?”


      “Is that what it is?”


      “Don’t get drunk, don’t thieve and fight like the devil. Mister Sharpe’s sermon.”


      Sharpe smiled, then took the telescope from the Sergeant and trained it at the village where a score of dragoons, their green coats unbuttoned, were squirting wineskins into their mouths. Others were searching the small houses. A woman with a torn black dress ran from one house, was seized by a cavalryman and dragged back indoors. “I thought the villagers were gone,” Sharpe said.


      “I’ve seen a couple of women,” Harper said, “and doubtless there are plenty more we can’t see.” He ran a huge hand over the lock of his rifle. “So what are we going to do with them?”


      “We’re going to piss up their noses,” Sharpe said, “till they decide to swat us away and then we’re going to kill them.” He collapsed the glass and told Harper exactly how he planned to defeat the dragoons.


      The vineyards gave Sharpe the opportunity. The vines grew in close thick rows that stretched from the stream on their left to some woodland off to the west, and the rows were broken only by a footpath that gave laborers access to the plants which offered dense cover for Sharpe’s men as they crawled closer to Barca d’Avintas. Two careless French sentries watched from the village’s edge, but neither saw anything threatening in the spring countryside and one of them even laid his carbine down so he could pack a small pipe with tobacco. Sharpe put Vicente’s men close to the footpath and sent his riflemen off to the west so that they were closer to the paddock in which the dragoons’ horses were picketed. Then he cocked his own rifle, lay down so that the barrel protruded between two gnarled vine roots and aimed at the nearest sentry.


      He fired, and the butt slammed back into his shoulder and the sound was still echoing from the village’s walls when his riflemen began shooting at the horses. Their first volley brought down six or seven of the beasts, wounded as many again and started a panic among the other tethered animals. Two managed to pull their picketing pins out of the turf and jumped the fence in an attempt to escape, but then circled back toward their companions just as the rifles were reloaded and fired again. More horses screamed and fell. A half-dozen of the riflemen were watching the village and began shooting at the first dragoons to run toward the paddock. Vicente’s infantry remained hidden, crouching among the vines. Sharpe saw that the sentry he had shot was crawling up the street, leaving a bloody trail, and, as the smoke from that shot faded, he fired again, this time at an officer running toward the paddock. More dragoons, fearing they were losing their precious horses, ran to unpicket the beasts and the rifle bullets began to kill men as well as horses. An injured mare whinnied pitifully and then the dragoons’ commanding officer realized he could not rescue the horses until he had driven away the men who were slaughtering them and so he shouted at his cavalrymen to advance into the vines and drive the attackers off.


      “Keep shooting the horses!” Sharpe shouted. It was not a pleasant job. The screams of the wounded beasts tore at men’s souls and the sight of an injured gelding trying to drag itself along by its front legs was heartbreaking, but Sharpe kept his men firing. The dragoons, spared the rifle fire now, ran toward the vineyard in the confident belief that they were dealing with a mere handful of partisans. Dragoons were supposed to be mounted infantry and so they were issued with carbines, short-barrelled muskets, with which they could fight on foot, and some carried the carbines while others preferred to attack with their long straight swords, but all of them instinctively ran toward the track which climbed among the vines. Sharpe had guessed they would follow the track rather than clamber over the entangling vines and that was why he had put Vicente and his men close by the path. The dragoons were bunching together as they entered the vines and Sharpe had an urge to run across to the Portuguese and take command of them, but just then Vicente ordered his men to stand.


      The Portuguese soldiers appeared as if by magic in front of the disorganized dragoons. Sharpe watched, approvingly, as Vicente let his men settle, then ordered them to fire. The French had tried to check their desperate charge and swerve aside, but the vines obstructed them and Vicente’s volley hammered into the thickest press of cavalrymen bunched on the narrow track. Harper, off on the right flank, had the riflemen add their own volley so that the dragoons were assailed from both sides. Powder smoke drifted over the vines. “Fix swords!” Sharpe shouted. A dozen dragoons were dead and the ones at the back were already running away. They had been convinced they fought against a few undisciplined peasants and instead they were outnumbered by real soldiers and the center of their makeshift line had been gutted, half their horses were dead and now the infantry was coming from the smoke with fixed bayonets. The Portuguese stepped over the dead and injured dragoons. One of the Frenchmen, shot in the thigh, rolled over with a pistol in his hand and Vicente knocked it away with his sword and then kicked the gun into the stream. The unwounded dragoons were running toward the horses and Sharpe ordered his riflemen to drive them off with bullets rather than blades. “Just keep them running!” he shouted. “Panic them! Lieutenant!” He looked for Vicente, “Take your men into the village! Cooper! Tongue! Slattery! Make these bastards safe!” He knew he had to keep the Frenchmen in front moving, but he dared not leave any lightly wounded dragoons in his rear and so he ordered the three riflemen to disarm the cavalrymen injured by Vicente’s volley. The Portuguese were in the village now, banging open doors and converging on a church that stood next to the bridge that crossed the small stream.


      Sharpe ran toward the field where the horses were dead, dying or terrified. A few dragoons had tried to untie their mounts, but the rifle fire had chased them off. So now Sharpe was the possessor of a score of horses. “Dan!” he called to Hagman. “Put the wounded ones out of their misery. Pendleton! Harris! Cresacre! Over there!” He pointed the three men toward the wall on the paddock’s western side. The dragoons had fled that way and Sharpe guessed they had taken refuge in some trees that stood thick just a hundred paces away. Three picquets were not enough to cope with even a half-hearted counterattack by the French so Sharpe knew he would have to strengthen those picquets soon, but first he wanted to make sure there were no dragoons skulking in the houses, gardens and orchards of the village.


      Barca d’Avintas was a small place, a straggle of houses built about the road that ran down to the river where a short jetty should have accommodated the ferry, but some of the smoke Sharpe had seen earlier was coming from a barge-like vessel with a blunt bow and a dozen rowlocks. Now it was smoking in the water, its upper works burned almost to the waterline and its lower hull holed and sunken. Sharpe stared at the useless boat, looked across the river that was over a hundred yards broad and then swore.


      Harper appeared beside him, his rifle slung. “Jesus,” he said, staring at the ferry, “that’s not a lot of good to man or beast, is it now?”


      “Any of our boys hurt?”


      “Not a one, sir, not even a scratch. The Portuguese are the same, all alive. They did well, didn’t they?” He looked at the burning boat again. “Sweet Jesus, was that the ferry?”


      “It was Noah’s bloody ark,” Sharpe snapped. “What do you goddamned think it was?” He was angry because he had hoped to use the ferry to get all his men safe across the Douro, but now it seemed he was stranded. He stalked away, then turned back just in time to see Harper making a face at him. “Have you found the taverns?” he asked, ignoring the grimace.


      “Not yet, sir,” Harper said.


      “Then find them, put a guard on them, then send a dozen more men to the far side of the paddock.”


      “Yes, sir!”


      The French had set more fires among sheds on the river bank and Sharpe now ducked beneath the billowing smoke to kick open half-burned doors. There was a pile of tarred nets smoldering in one shed, but in the next there was a black-painted skiff with a fine spiked bow that curved up like a hook. The shed had been fired, but the flames had not reached the skiff and Sharpe managed to drag it halfway out of the door before Lieutenant Vicente arrived and helped him pull the boat all the way out of the smoke. The other sheds were too well alight, but at least this one boat was saved and Sharpe reckoned it could hold about half a dozen men safely, which meant that it would take the rest of the day to ferry everyone across the wide river. Sharpe was about to ask Vicente to look for oars or paddles when he saw that the young man’s face was white and shaken, almost as if the Lieutenant was on the point of tears. “What is it?” Sharpe asked.


      Vicente did not answer, but merely pointed back to the village.


      “The French were having games with the ladies, eh?” Sharpe asked, setting off for the houses.


      “I would not call it games,” Vicente said bitterly, “and there is also a prisoner.”


      “Only one?”


      “There are two others,” Vicente said, frowning, “but this one is a lieutenant. He had no breeches which is why he was slow to run.”


      Sharpe did not ask why the captured dragoon had no breeches. He knew why. “What have you done with him?”


      “He must go on trial,” Vicente said.


      Sharpe stopped and stared at the Lieutenant. “He must what?” he asked, astonished. “Go on trial?”


      “Of course.”


      “In my country,” Sharpe said, “they hang a man for rape.”


      “Not without a trial,” Vicente protested and Sharpe guessed that the Portuguese soldiers had wanted to kill the prisoner straight away and that Vicente had stopped them out of some high-minded idea that a trial was necessary.


      “Bloody hell,” Sharpe said, “you’re a soldier now, not a lawyer. You don’t give them a trial. You chop their hearts out.”


      Most of Barca d’Avintas’s inhabitants had fled the dragoons, but some had stayed and most of them were now crowded about a house guarded by a half-dozen of Vicente’s men. A dead dragoon, stripped of shirt, coat, boots and breeches, lay face down in front of the church. He must have been leaning against the church wall when he was shot for he had left a smear of blood down the limewashed stones. Now a dog sniffed at his toes. The soldiers and villagers parted to let Sharpe and Vicente into the house where the young dragoon officer, fair-haired, thin and sullen-faced, was being guarded by Sergeant Macedo and another Portuguese soldier. The Lieutenant had managed to pull on his breeches, but had not had time to button them and he was now holding them up by the waist. As soon as he saw Sharpe he began gabbling in French. “You speak French?” Sharpe asked Vicente.


      “Of course,” Vicente said.


      But Vicente, Sharpe reflected, wanted to give this fair-haired Frenchman a trial and Sharpe suspected that if Vicente interrogated the man he would not learn the real truth, merely hear the excuses, so Sharpe went to the house door. “Harper!” He waited till the Sergeant appeared. “Get me Tongue or Harris,” he ordered.


      “I will talk to the man,” Vicente protested.


      “I need you to talk to someone else,” Sharpe said and he went to the back room where a girl—she could not have been a day over fourteen—was weeping. Her face was red, eyes swollen and her breath came in fitful jerks interspersed with grizzling moans and cries of despair. She was wrapped in a blanket and had a bruise on her left cheek. An older woman, dressed all in black, was trying to comfort the girl who began to cry even louder the moment she saw Sharpe, making him back out of the room in embarrassment. “Find out from her what happened,” he told Vicente, then turned as Harris came through the door. Harris and Tongue were Sharpe’s two educated men. Tongue had been doomed to the army by drink, while the red-haired, ever cheerful Harris claimed to be a volunteer who wanted adventure. He was getting plenty now, Sharpe reflected. “This piece of shit,” Sharpe told Harris, jerking his head at the fair-haired Frenchman, “was caught with his knickers round his ankles and a young girl under him. Find out what his excuse is before we kill the bastard.”


      He went back to the street and took a long drink from his canteen. The water was warm and brackish. Harper was waiting by a horse trough in the center of the street and Sharpe joined him. “All well?”


      “There’s two more Frogs in there.” Harper flicked a thumb toward the church behind him. “Live ones, I mean.” The church door was guarded by four of Vicente’s men.


      “What are they doing in there?” Sharpe asked. “Praying?”


      The tall Ulsterman shrugged. “Looking for sanctuary, I’d guess.”


      “We can’t take the bastards with us,” Sharpe said, “so why don’t we just shoot them?”


      “Because Mister Vicente says we mustn’t,” Harper said. “He’s very particular about prisoners is Mister Vicente. He’s a lawyer, isn’t he?”


      “He seems halfway decent for a lawyer,” Sharpe admitted grudgingly.


      “The best lawyers are six feet under the daisies, so they are,” Harper said, “and this one won’t let me go and shoot those two bastards. He says they’re just drunks, which is true. They are. Skewed to the skies, they are.”


      “We can’t cope with prisoners,” Sharpe said. He wiped the sweat from his forehead, then pulled his shako back on. The visor was coming away from the crown, but there was nothing he could do about that here. “Get Tongue,” he suggested, “and see if he can find out what these two were up to. If they’re just drunk on communion wine then march them out west, strip them of anything valuable and boot them back where they came from. But if they raped anyone…”


      “I know what to do, sir,” Harper said grimly.


      “Then do it,” Sharpe said. He nodded to Harper, then walked on past the church to where the stream joined the river. The small stone bridge carried the road eastward through a vineyard, past a walled cemetery and then twisted through pastureland beside the Douro. It was all open land and if more French came and he had to retreat from the village then he dared not use that road and he hoped to God he had time to ferry his men over the Douro and that thought made him go back up the street to look for oars. Or maybe he could find a rope? If the rope were long enough he could rig a line across the river and haul the boat back and forth and that would surely be quicker than rowing.


      He was wondering if there were bell ropes in the small church that might stretch that far when Harris came out of the house and said that the prisoner’s name was Lieutenant Olivier and he was in the 18th Dragoons and that the Lieutenant, despite being caught with his breeches round his ankles, had denied raping the girl. “He said French officers don’t behave like that,” Harris said, “but Lieutenant Vicente says the girl swears he did.”


      “So did he or didn’t he?” Sharpe asked irritably.


      “Of course he did, sir. He admitted as much after I thumped him,” Harris said happily, “but he still insists she wanted him to. He says she wanted comforting after a sergeant raped her.”


      “Wanted comforting!” Sharpe said scathingly. “He was just second in line, wasn’t he?”


      “Fifth in line,” Harris said tonelessly, “or so the girl says.”


      “Jesus,” Sharpe swore. “Why don’t I just give the bugger a smacking, then we’ll string him up.” He walked back to the house where the civilians were screaming at the Frenchman, who gazed at them with a disdain that would have been admirable on a battlefield. Vicente was protecting the dragoon and now appealed to Sharpe for help to escort Lieutenant Olivier to safety. “He must stand trial,” Vicente insisted.


      “He just had a trial,” Sharpe said, “and I found him guilty. So now I’ll thump him and then I’ll hang him.”


      Vicente looked nervous, but he did not back down. “We cannot lower ourselves to their level of barbarity,” he claimed.


      “I didn’t rape her,” Sharpe said, “so don’t place me with them.”


      “We fight for a better world,” Vicente declared.


      For a second Sharpe just stared at the young Portuguese officer, scarce believing what he had heard. “What happens if we leave him here, eh?”


      “We can’t!” Vicente said, knowing that the villagers would take a far worse revenge than anything Sharpe was proposing.


      “And I can’t take prisoners!” Sharpe insisted.


      “We can’t kill him”—Vicente was blushing with indignation as he confronted Sharpe and he would not back down—“and we can’t leave him here. It would be murder.”


      “Oh, for Christ’s sake,” Sharpe said in exasperation. Lieutenant Olivier did not speak English, but he seemed to understand that his fate was in the balance and he watched Sharpe and Vicente like a hawk. “And who’s going to be the judge and jury?” Sharpe demanded, but Vicente got no opportunity to answer for just then a rifle fired from the western edge of the village and then another sounded and then there was a whole rattle of shots.


      The French had come back.
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      COLONEL JAMES Christopher liked wearing the hussar uniform. He decided it suited him and he spent a long time admiring himself in the pier glass in the farmhouse’s largest bedroom, turning left and right, and marveling at the feeling of power conveyed by the uniform. He deduced it came from the long tasseled boots and from the jacket’s high stiff collar that forced a man to stand upright with his head back, and from the fit of the jacket that was so tight that Christopher, who was lean and fit, still had to suck in his belly to fasten the hooks and eyes down its silver-laced front. The uniform made him feel encased in authority, and the elegance of the outfit was enhanced by the fur-edged pelisse that was draped from his left shoulder and by the silver-chained saber scabbard that chinked as he went downstairs and as he paced up and down the terrace where he waited for his guest. He put a sliver of wood into his mouth, obsessively working it between his teeth as he gazed at the distant smear of smoke which showed where buildings burned in the captured city. A handful of fugitives had stopped at the farm to beg for food and Luis had talked with them and then told Christopher that hundreds if not thousands of people had drowned when the pontoon bridge broke. The refugees claimed that the French had wrecked the bridge with cannon fire and Luis, his hatred of the enemy fueled by the false rumor, eyed his master with a surly expression until Christopher had finally lost his patience. “It is only a uniform, Luis! It is not a sign of a changed allegiance!”


      “A French uniform,” Luis had complained.


      “You wish Portugal to be free of the French?” Christopher snapped. “Then behave respectfully and forget this uniform.”


      Now Christopher paced the terrace, picking at his teeth and constantly watching the road that led across the hill. The clock in the farm’s elegant parlor struck three and no sooner had the last chime faded than a large column of cavalry appeared across the far crest. They were dragoons and they came in force to make sure that no partisans or fugitive Portuguese troops gave trouble to the officer who rode to meet Christopher.


      The dragoons, all from the 18th regiment, wheeled away into the fields beneath the farmhouse where a stream offered water for their horses. The cavalrymen’s rose-fronted green coats were white with dust. Some, seeing Christopher in his French hussar’s uniform, offered a hasty salute, but most ignored him and just led their horses toward the stream as the Englishman turned to greet his visitor.


      His name was Argenton and he was a captain and the Adjutant of the 18th Dragoons and it was plain from his smile that he knew and liked Colonel Christopher. “The uniform becomes you,” Argenton said.


      “I found it in Oporto,” Christopher said. “It belonged to a poor fellow who was a prisoner and died of the fever and a tailor trimmed it to size for me.”


      “He did well,” Argenton said admiringly. “Now all you need are the cadenettes.”


      “The cadenettes?”


      “The pigtails,” Argenton explained, touching his temples where the French hussars grew their hair long to mark themselves as elite cavalrymen. “Some men go bald and have wigmakers attach false cadenettes to their shakoes or colbacks.”


      “I’m not sure I want to grow pigtails,” Christopher said, amused, “but perhaps I can find some girl with black hair and cut off a pair of tails, eh?”


      “A good idea,” Argenton said. He watched approvingly as his escort set picquets, then smiled his thanks as a very sullen-looking Luis brought him and Christopher glasses of vinho verde, the golden white wine of the Douro valley. Argenton sipped the wine cautiously and was surprised that it was so good. He was a slight man with a frank, open face and red hair that was damp with sweat and marked where his helmet had been. He smiled easily, a reflection of his trusting nature. Christopher rather despised the Frenchman, but knew he would be useful.


      Argenton drained the wine. “Did you hear about the drownings in Oporto?” he asked.


      “My servant says you broke the bridge.”


      “They would say that,” Argenton said regretfully. “The bridge collapsed under the weight of the refugees. It was an accident. A sad accident, but if the people had stayed in their homes and given our men a decent welcome then there wouldn’t have been any panic at the bridge. They’d all be alive now. As it is, we’re being blamed, but it had nothing to do with us. The bridge wasn’t strong enough and who built the bridge? The Portuguese.”


      “A sad accident, as you say,” Christopher said, “but all the same I must congratulate you on your swift capture of Oporto. It was a notable feat of arms.”


      “It would have been still more notable,” Argenton observed, “if the opposition had been better soldiers.”


      “I trust your losses were not extravagant?”


      “A handful,” Argenton said dismissively, “but half of our regiment was sent eastward and they lost a good few men in an ambush by the river. An ambush”—he looked accusingly at Christopher—“in which some British riflemen took part. I didn’t think there were any British troops in Oporto?”


      “There shouldn’t have been,” Christopher said, “I ordered them south of the river.”


      “Then they disobeyed you,” Argenton said.


      “Did any of the riflemen die?” Christopher asked, mildly hoping that Argenton would have news of Sharpe’s death.


      “I wasn’t there. I’m posted to Oporto where I find billets, look for rations and do the errands of war.”


      “Which I am sure you discharge admirably,” Christopher said smoothly, then led his guest into the farmhouse where Argenton admired the tiles about the dining room hearth and the simple iron chandelier that hung above the table. The meal itself was commonplace enough: chicken, beans, bread, cheese and a good country red wine, but Captain Argenton was complimentary. “We’ve been on short rations,” he explained, “but that should change now. We’ve found plenty of food in Oporto and a warehouse stuffed to the rafters with good British powder and shot.”


      “You were short of those too?” Christopher asked.


      “We have plenty,” Argenton said, “but the British powder is better than our own. We have no source of saltpeter except what we scrape from cesspit walls.”


      Christopher grimaced at the thought. The best saltpeter, an essential element of gunpowder, came from India and he had never considered that there might be a shortage in France. “I assume,” he said, “that the powder was a British gift to the Portuguese.”


      “Who have now given it to us,” Argenton said, “much to Marshal Soult’s delight.”


      “Then it is time, perhaps,” Christopher suggested, “that we made the Marshal unhappy.”


      “Indeed,” Argenton said, “indeed,” and then fell silent because they had reached the purpose of their meeting.


      It was a strange purpose, but an exciting one. The two men were plotting mutiny. Or rebellion. Or a coup against Marshal Soult’s army. But however it was described it was a ploy that might end the war.


      There was, Argenton now explained, a great deal of dissatisfaction in Marshal Soult’s army. Christopher had heard all this before from his guest, but he did not interrupt as Argenton rehearsed the arguments that would justify his disloyalty. He described how some officers, all devout Catholics, were mortally offended by their army’s behavior in Spain and Portugal. Churches had been desecrated, nuns raped. “Even the holy sacraments have been defiled,” Argenton said in a horrified tone.


      “I can hardly believe it,” Christopher said.


      Other officers, a few, were simply opposed to Bonaparte. Argenton was a Catholic monarchist, but he was willing to make common cause with those men who still held Jacobin sympathies and believed that Bonaparte had betrayed the revolution. “They cannot be trusted, of course,” Argenton said, “not in the long run, but they will join us in resisting Bonaparte’s tyranny.”


      “I pray they do,” Christopher said. The British government had long known that there was a shadowy league of French officers who opposed Bonaparte. They called themselves the Philadelphes and London had once sent agents in search of their elusive brotherhood, but had finally concluded that their numbers were too few, their ideals too vague and their supporters too ideologically divided for the Philadelphes ever to succeed.


      Yet here, in remote northern Portugal, the various opponents of Bonaparte had found a common cause. Christopher had first got wind of that cause when he talked with a French officer who had been taken prisoner on Portugal’s northern border and who had been living in Braga where, having given his parole, his only restriction was to remain within the barracks for his own protection. Christopher had drunk with the unhappy officer and heard a tale of French unrest that sprang from one man’s absurd ambition.


      Nicolas Jean de Dieu Soult, Duke of Dalmatia, Marshal of France and commander of the army that was now invading Portugal, had seen other men who served the Emperor become princes, even kings, and he reckoned his own dukedom was a poor reward for a career that out-shone almost all the Emperor’s other marshals. Soult had been a soldier for twenty-four years, a general for fifteen and a marshal for five. At Austerlitz, the greatest of all the Emperor’s victories so far, Marshal Soult had covered himself with glory, far outfighting Marshal Bernadotte who, nevertheless, was now Prince of Ponte Corvo. Jérôme Bonaparte, the Emperor’s youngest brother, was an idle, extravagant wastrel, yet he was King of Westphalia while Marshal Murat, a hot-headed braggart, was King of Naples. Louis Napoleon, another of the Emperor’s brothers, was King of Holland, and all those men were nonentities while Soult, who knew his own high worth, was a mere duke and it was not enough.


      But now the ancient throne of Portugal was empty. The royal family, fearing the French invasion, had fled to Brazil and Soult wanted to occupy the vacant chair. Colonel Christopher, at first, had not believed the tale, but the prisoner had sworn its truth and Christopher had talked with some of the other few prisoners who had been captured in skirmishes on the northern frontier and all claimed to have heard much the same story. It was no secret, they said, that Soult had royal pretensions, but the paroled officers also told Christopher that the Marshal’s ambitions had soured many of his own officers, who disliked the idea that they should fight and suffer so far from home only to put Nicolas Soult on an empty chair. There was talk of mutiny and Christopher had been wondering how he could discover whether that mutinous talk was serious when Captain Argenton approached him.


      Argenton, with great daring, had been traveling in northern Portugal, dressed in civilian clothes and claiming to be a wine merchant from Upper Canada. If he had been caught he would have been shot as a spy, for Argenton was not exploring the land ahead of the French armies, but rather trying to discover pliable Portuguese aristocrats who would encourage Soult in his ambitions, for if the Marshal was to declare himself King of Portugal or, more modestly, King of Northern Lusitania, then he first needed to be persuaded that there were men of influence in Portugal who would support that usurpation of the vacant throne. Argenton had been talking with such men and Christopher, to his surprise, discovered there were plenty of aristocrats, churchmen and scholars in northern Portugal who hated their own monarchy and believed that a foreign king from an enlightened France would be of benefit to their country. So letters were being collected that would encourage Soult to declare himself king.


      And when that happened, Argenton had promised Christopher, the army would mutiny. The war had to be stopped, Argenton said, or else, like a great fire, it would consume all Europe. It was a madness, he said, a madness of the Emperor who seemed intent on conquering the whole world. “He believes he is Alexander the Great,” the Frenchman said gloomily, “and if he doesn’t stop then there will be nothing left of France. Who are we to fight? Everyone? Austria? Prussia? Britain? Spain? Portugal? Russia?”


      “Never Russia,” Christopher said, “even Bonaparte is not that mad.”


      “He is mad,” Argenton insisted, “and we must rid France of him.” And the start of the process, he believed, would be the mutiny that would surely erupt when Soult declared himself a king.


      “Your army is unhappy,” Christopher allowed, “but will they follow you into mutiny?”


      “I would not lead it,” Argenton said, “but there are men who will. And those men want to take the army back to France and that, I assure you, is what most of the soldiers want. They will follow.”


      “Who are these leaders?” Christopher asked swiftly.


      Argenton hesitated. Any mutiny was a dangerous business and if the identities of the leaders became known then there could be an orgy of firing squads.


      Christopher saw his hesitation. “If we are to persuade the British authorities that your plans are worth supporting,” he said, “then we must give them names. We must. And you must trust us, my friend.” Christopher placed a hand over his heart. “I swear to you upon my honor that I shall never betray those names. Never!”


      Argenton, reassured, listed the men who would lead the revolt against Soult. There was Colonel Lafitte, the commanding officer of his own regiment, and the Colonel’s brother, and they were supported by Colonel Donadieu of the 47th Regiment of the Line. “They are respected,” Argenton said earnestly, “and the men will follow them.” He gave more names that Christopher jotted down in his notebook, but he observed that none of the mutineers was above the rank of colonel.


      “An impressive list,” Christopher lied, then he smiled. “Now give me another name. Tell me who in your army would be your most dangerous opponent.”


      “Our most dangerous opponent?” Argenton was puzzled by the question.


      “Other than Marshal Soult, of course,” Christopher went on. “I want to know who we should watch. Who, perhaps, we might want to, how can I put it? Render safe?”


      “Ah.” Argenton understood now and he thought for a short while. “Probably Brigadier Vuillard,” he said.


      “I’ve not heard of him.”


      “A Bonapartiste through and through,” Argenton said disapprovingly.


      “Spell his name for me, will you?” Christopher asked, then wrote it down: Brigadier Henri Vuillard. “I assume he knows nothing of your scheme?” he continued.


      “Of course not!” Argenton said. “But it is a scheme, Colonel, that cannot work without British support. General Cradock is sympathetic, is he not?”


      “Cradock is sympathetic,” Christopher said confidently. He had reported his earlier conversations to the British General who had seen in the proposed mutiny an alternative to fighting the French and so had encouraged Christopher to pursue the matter. “But alas,” Christopher went on, “it’s rumored he will soon be replaced.”


      “And the new man?” Argenton inquired.


      “Wellesley,” Christopher said flatly. “Sir Arthur Wellesley.”


      “Is he a good general?”


      Christopher shrugged. “He’s well connected. Younger son of an earl. Eton, of course. He wasn’t thought clever enough for anything except the army, but most people think he did well near Lisbon last year.”


      “Against Laborde and Junot!” Argenton said scathingly.


      “And he had some successes in India before that,” Christopher added in warning.


      “Oh, in India!” Argenton said, smiling. “Reputations made in India rarely stand up to a volley in Europe. But will this Wellesley want to fight Soult?”


      Christopher thought about that question. “I think,” he said eventually, “that he would prefer not to lose. I think,” he went on, “that if he knows the strength of your sentiments, then he will cooperate.” Christopher was not nearly as certain as he sounded; indeed he had heard that General Wellesley was a cold man who might not look kindly on an escapade that depended for its success on so many assumptions, but Christopher had other fish to fry in this unholy tangle. He doubted whether the mutiny could ever succeed and did not much care what Cradock or Wellesley thought of it, but knew his knowledge of it could be used to great advantage and, for the moment anyway, it was important that Argenton saw Christopher as an ally. “Tell me,” he said to the Frenchman, “exactly what you want of us.”


      “Britain’s influence,” Argenton said. “We want Britain to persuade the Portuguese leaders to accept Soult as their king.”


      “I thought you’d found plenty of support already,” Christopher said.


      “I’ve found support,” Argenton confirmed, “but most won’t declare themselves for fear of the mob’s vengeance. But if Britain encourages them they’ll find their courage. They don’t even have to make their support public, merely write letters to Soult. And then there are the intellectuals”—Argenton’s sneer as he said the last word would have soured milk—“most of whom will back anyone other than their own government, but again they need encouragement before they’ll find the bravery to express support for Marshal Soult.”


      “I’m sure we would be happy to provide encouragement,” Christopher said. He was not sure at all.


      “And we need an assurance,” Argenton said firmly, “that if we lead a rebellion the British will not take advantage of the situation by attacking us. I shall want your General’s word on that.”


      Christopher nodded. “And I think he will give it,” he said, “but before he commits himself to any such promise he will want to judge for himself the likelihood of your success and that, my friend, means he will want to hear from you directly.” Christopher unstoppered a decanter of wine, then paused before pouring. “And I think you need to hear his personal assurances. I think you must travel south to see him.”


      Argenton looked rather surprised by this suggestion, but he thought about it for a moment and then nodded. “You can give me a pass that will see me safe through the British lines?”


      “I will do better, my friend. I shall come with you so long as you provide me with a pass for the French lines.”


      “Then we shall go!” Argenton said happily. “My Colonel will give me permission, once he understands what we are doing. But when? Soon, I think, don’t you? Tomorrow?”


      “The day after tomorrow,” Christopher said firmly. “I have an engagement tomorrow that I cannot avoid, but if you join me in Vila Real de Zedes tomorrow afternoon then we can travel the next day. Will that suit?”


      Argenton nodded. “You must tell me how to reach Vila Real de Zedes.”


      “I shall give you directions,” Christopher said, then raised his glass, “and I shall drink to the success of our endeavors.”


      “Amen to that,” Argenton said, and raised his glass to the toast.


      And Colonel Christopher smiled, because he was rewriting the rules.

    

  


  
    
      Chapter 3

    


    
      SHARPE RAN ACROSS the paddock where the dead horses lay with flies crawling in their nostrils and across their eyeballs. He tripped on a metal picketing pin and, as he stumbled forward, a carbine bullet fluttered past him, the sound suggesting it was almost spent, but even a spent bullet in the wrong place could kill a man. His riflemen were shooting from the field’s far side, the smoke of their Baker rifles thickening along the wall. Sharpe dropped beside Hagman. “What’s happening, Dan?”


      “Dragoons are back, sir,” Hagman said laconically, “and there’s some infantry there too.”


      “You sure?”


      “Shot one blue bastard,” Hagman said, “and two greens so far.”


      Sharpe wiped sweat from his face, then crawled a few paces along the wall to a place where the powder smoke was not so thick. The dragoons had dismounted and were shooting from the edge of a wood some hundred paces away. Too long a range for their carbines, Sharpe thought, but then he saw some blue uniforms where the road ran through the trees and he reckoned the infantry was forming for an attack. There was an odd clicking noise coming from somewhere nearby and he could not place it, but it seemed to offer no threat so he ignored it. “Pendleton!”


      “Sir?”


      “Find Lieutenant Vicente. He’s in the village. Tell him to get his men out on the northern path now.” Sharpe pointed to the track through the vineyards, the same track by which they had entered Barca d’Avintas and where the dead dragoons of the first fight still lay. “And, Pendleton, tell him to hurry. But be polite, though.”


      Pendleton, a pickpocket and purse snatcher from Bristol, was the youngest of Sharpe’s men and now looked puzzled. “Polite, sir?”


      “Call him sir, damn you, and salute him, but hurry!”


      Goddamn it, Sharpe thought, but there would be no escape across the Douro today, no slow shuttling back and forth with the small boat, and no marching back to Captain Hogan and the army. Instead they would have to get the hell out northwards and get out fast. “Sergeant!” He looked left and right for Patrick Harper through the misty patches of rifle smoke along the wall. “Harper!”


      “I’m with you, sir.” Harper came running from behind. “I was dealing with those two Frogs in the church.”


      “The moment the Portuguese are into the vineyard we get out of here. Are any of our men left in the village?”


      “Harris is there, sir, and Pendleton, of course.”


      “Send someone to make sure the two of them get out.” Sharpe leveled his rifle across the wall and sent a bullet spinning toward the infantry who were forming up on the road among the trees. “And, Pat, what did you do with those two Frogs?”


      “They’d robbed the poor box,” Harper said, “so I sent them to hell.” He patted his sheathed sword bayonet.


      Sharpe grinned. “And if you get the chance, Pat, do the same to that bastard French officer.”


      “Pleasure, sir,” Harper said, then ran back across the paddock. Sharpe reloaded. The French, he thought, were being too cautious. They should have attacked already, but they must have believed there was a larger force in Barca d’Avintas than two stranded half companies, and the rifle fire must have been disconcerting to the dragoons who were not used to such accuracy. There were bodies lying on the grass at the edge of the wood, evidence that the dismounted French horsemen had been taught about the Baker rifle the hard way. The French did not use rifles, reckoning that the spiraling grooves and lands that spun the bullet in the barrel and so gave the weapon its accuracy also made it much too slow to reload, and so the French, like most British battalions, relied on the quicker-firing, but much less accurate musket. A man could stand fifty yards from a musket and stand a good chance of living, but standing a hundred paces in front of a Baker in the hands of a good man was a death warrant, and so the dragoons had pulled back into the trees.


      There was infantry in the wood as well, but what were the bastards doing? Sharpe propped his loaded rifle against the wall and took out his telescope, the fine instrument made by Matthew Berge of London which had been a gift from Sir Arthur Wellesely after Sharpe had saved the General’s life at Assaye. He rested the telescope on the wall’s mossy coping and stared at the leading company of French infantry which was well back in the trees, but Sharpe could see they were formed in three ranks. He was looking for some sign that they were ready to advance, but the men were slouching, musket butts grounded, without even fixed bayonets. He whipped the glass right, suddenly fearing that perhaps the French would try to cut off his retreat by infiltrating the vineyard, but he saw nothing to worry him. He looked back at the trees and saw a flash of light, a distinct white circle, and realized there was an officer kneeling in the leafy shadows staring at the village through a telescope. The man was undoubtedly trying to work out how many enemy were in Barca d’Avintas and how to attack them. Sharpe put his own telescope away, picked up the rifle and leveled it on the wall. Careful now, he thought, careful. Kill that one officer and any French attack is slowed, because that officer is the man who makes the decisions, and Sharpe pulled back the flint, lowered his head so that his right eye was gazing down the sights, found the patch of dark shadow that was the Frenchman’s blue coat and then raised the rifle’s foresight, a blade of metal, so that the barrel hid the target and so allowed the bullet to drop. There was little wind, not enough to drift the bullet left or right. A splintering of noise sounded from the other rifles and a drop of sweat trickled past Sharpe’s left eye as he pulled the trigger and the rifle hammered back into his shoulder and the puff of bitter smoke from the pan made his right eye smart and the specks of burning powder stung his cheek as the cloud of barrel smoke billowed in front of the wall to hide the target. Sharpe twisted to see Lieutenant Vicente’s troops streaming into the vineyard accompanied by thirty or forty civilians. Harper was coming back across the paddock. The odd clicking noise was louder suddenly and Sharpe registered that it was the sound of French carbine bullets striking the other side of the stone wall. “We’re all clear of the village, sir,” Harper said.


      “We can go,” Sharpe said, and he marveled that the enemy had been so slow, thus giving him time to extricate his force. He sent Harper with most of the greenjackets to join Vicente and they took a dozen French horses with them, each horse worth a small fortune in prize money if they could ever rejoin the army. Sharpe kept Hagman and six other men and they spread along the wall and fired as fast as their rifles would load, which meant they did not wrap the bullets in leather patches which gripped the rifling, but just tapped the balls down the barrels because Sharpe did not care about accuracy, he just wanted the French to see a thick rill of smoke and hear the shots and thus not know that their enemy was withdrawing.


      He pulled the trigger and the flint broke into useless scraps so he slung the rifle and backed out of the smoke to see that Vicente and Harper were both well into the vineyard and so he shouted at his remaining men to hurry back across the paddock. Hagman paused to fire a last bullet, then he ran and Sharpe went with him, the last man to leave, and he could not believe it had been that easy to disengage, that the French had been so supine, and just then Hagman went down.


      At first Sharpe thought Hagman had tripped on one of the metal pegs with which the dragoons had picketed their horses, then he saw blood on the grass and saw Hagman let go of his rifle and his right hand slowly clench and unclench. “Dan!” Sharpe knelt and saw a tiny wound high up beside Hagman’s left shoulder blade, just an unlucky carbine bullet that had flicked through the smoke and found its target.


      “Go on, sir.” Hagman’s voice was hoarse. “I’m done for.”


      “You’re bloody not,” Sharpe snarled and he turned Hagman over onto his back and saw no wound in front, which meant the carbine ball was somewhere inside, then Hagman choked and spat up frothy blood and Sharpe heard Harper yelling at him.


      “The bastards are coming, sir!”


      Just one minute before, Sharpe thought, he had been congratulating himself on how easy it had been, and now it was all collapsing. He pulled Hagman’s rifle to him, slung it beside his own and picked up the old poacher who gave a gasp and a whimper and shook his head. “Leave me, sir.”


      “I’m not leaving you, Dan.”


      “Hurts, sir, it hurts,” Hagman whimpered again. His face was deathly pale and there was a trickle of blood spilling from his mouth, and then Harper was at Sharpe’s side and took Hagman out of his arms. “Leave me here,” Hagman said softly.


      “Take him, Pat!” Sharpe said, and then some rifles fired from the vineyard and muskets banged behind him and the air was whistling with balls as Sharpe pushed Harper on. He followed, walking backward, watching the blue French uniforms appear in the mist of smoke left by their own ragged volley.


      “Come on, sir!” Harper shouted, letting Sharpe know he had Hagman in the scanty shelter of the vines.


      “Carry him north,” Sharpe said when he reached the vineyard.


      “He’s hurting bad, sir.”


      “Carry him! Get him out of here.”


      Sharpe watched the French. Three companies of infantry had attacked the pasture, but they made no effort to follow Sharpe north. They must have seen the column of Portuguese and British troops winding through the vineyards accompanied by the dozen captured horses and a crowd of frightened villagers, but they did not follow. It seemed they wanted Barca d’Avintas more than they wanted Sharpe’s men dead. Even when Sharpe established himself on a knoll a half-mile north of the village and stared at the French through his telescope, they did not come near to threaten him. They could easily have chased him away with dragoons, but instead they chopped up the skiff that Sharpe had rescued and then set the fragments alight. “They’re closing off the river,” Sharpe said to Vicente.


      “Closing the river?” Vicente did not understand.


      “Making sure they’ve got the only boats. They don’t want British or Portuguese troops crossing the river, attacking them in the rear. Which means it’s going to be bloody hard for us to go the other way.” Sharpe turned as Harper came near, and saw that the big Irish Sergeant’s hands were bloody. “How is he?”


      Harper shook his head. “He’s in a terrible bad way, sir,” he said gloomily. “I think the bloody ball’s in his lung. Coughing red bubbles he is, when he can cough at all. Poor Dan.”


      “I’m not leaving him,” Sharpe said obstinately. He knew he had left Tarrant behind, and there were men like Williamson who had been friends of Tarrant who would resent that Sharpe was not doing the same with Hagman, but Tarrant had been a drunk and a troublemaker while Dan Hagman was valuable. He was the oldest man among Sharpe’s riflemen and he had a wealth of common sense that made him a steadying influence. Besides, Sharpe liked the old poacher. “Make a stretcher, Pat,” he said, “and carry him.”


      They made a stretcher out of jackets that had their sleeves threaded onto two poles cut from an ash tree and while it was being fashioned Sharpe and Vicente watched the French and discussed how they were to escape them. “What we must do,” the Portuguese Lieutenant said, “is go east. To Amarante.” He smoothed a patch of bare earth and scratched a crude map with a splinter of wood. “This is the Douro,” he said, “and here is Porto. We are here”—he tapped the river very close to the city—“and the nearest bridge is at Amarante.” He made a cross mark well to the east. “We could be there tomorrow or perhaps the day after.”


      “So can they,” Sharpe said grimly, and he nodded toward the village.


      A gun had just appeared from among the trees where the French had waited so long before attacking Sharpe’s men. The cannon was drawn by six horses, three of which were ridden by gunners in their dark-blue uniforms. The gun itself, a twelve-pounder, was attached to its limber which was a light two-wheeled cart that served as a ready magazine and as an axle for the heavy gun’s trail. Behind the gun was another team of four horses, these pulling a coffin-like caisson that carried a spare gun wheel on its stern. The caisson, which was being ridden by a half-dozen gunners, held the cannon’s ammunition. Even from half a mile away Sharpe could hear the clink of the chains and thump of the wheels. He watched in silence as a howitzer came into sight, than a second twelve-pounder, and after that a troop of hussars.


      “Do you think they’re coming here?” Vicente asked with alarm.


      “No,” Sharpe said. “They’re not interested in fugitives. They’re going to Amarante.”


      “This is not the good road to Amarante. In fact it goes nowhere. They’ll have to strike north to the main road.”


      “They don’t know that yet,” Sharpe guessed, “they’re taking any road east that they can find.” Infantry had now appeared from the trees, then another battery of artillery. Sharpe was watching a small army march eastward and there was only one reason to send so many men and guns to the east and that was to capture the bridge at Amarante and so protect the French left flank. “Amarante,” Sharpe said, “that’s where the bastards are going.”


      “Then we can’t,” Vicente said.


      “We can go,” Sharpe said, “we just can’t go on that road. You say there’s a main road?”


      “Up here,” Vicente said, and scratched the earth to show another road to the north of them. “That is the high road,” Vicente said. “The French are probably on that as well. Do you really have to go to Amarante?”


      “I’ve got to cross the river,” Sharpe said, “and there’s a bridge there, and there’s a Portuguese army there, and just because the bloody Frogs are going there doesn’t mean that they’ll capture the bridge.” And if they did, he thought, then he could go north from Amarante until he found a crossing place, then follow the Tamega’s far bank south until he reached a stretch of the Douro unguarded by the French. “So how do we reach Amarante if we don’t go by road? Can we go across country?”


      Vicente nodded. “We go north to a village here”—he pointed to an empty space on his map—“and then turn east. The village is on the edge of the hills, the beginning of the—what do you call it? The wilderness. We used to go there.”


      “We?” Sharpe asked. “The poets and philosophers?”


      “We would walk there,” Vicente said, “spend the night in the tavern and walk back. I doubt there will be Frenchmen there. It is not on the road to Amarante. Not on any road.”


      “So we go to the village at the edge of the wilderness,” Sharpe said. “What’s it called?”


      “Vila Real de Zedes,” Vicente said. “It is called that because the vineyards there once belonged to the King, but that was long ago. Now they are the property of –”


      “Vila Real de what?” Sharpe asked.


      “Zedes,” Vicente said, puzzled by Sharpe’s tone and even more puzzled by the smile on Sharpe’s face. “You know the place?”


      “I don’t know it,” Sharpe said, “but there’s a girl I want to meet there.”


      “A girl!” Vicente sounded disapproving.


      “A nineteen-year-old girl,” Sharpe said, “and believe it or not, it’s a duty.” He turned to see if the stretcher was finished and suddenly stiffened in anger. “What the hell is he doing here?” he asked. He was staring at the French dragoon, Lieutenant Olivier, who was watching as Harper carefully rolled Hagman onto the stretcher.


      “He is to stand trial,” Vicente said stubbornly, “so he is here under arrest and under my personal protection.”


      “Bloody hell!” Sharpe exploded.


      “It is a matter of principle,” Vicente insisted.


      “Principle!” Sharpe shouted. “It’s a matter of bloody stupidity, lawyer’s bloody stupidity! We’re in the middle of a bloody war, not in a bloody assizes town in England.” He saw Vicente’s incomprehension. “Oh, never mind,” he growled. “How long will it take us to reach Vila Real de Zedes?”


      “We should be there tomorrow morning,” Vicente said coldly, then looked at Hagman, “so long as he doesn’t slow us down too much.”


      “We’ll be there tomorrow morning,” Sharpe said, and then he would rescue Miss Savage and find out just why she had run away. And after that, God help him, he would slaughter the bloody dragoon officer, lawyer or no lawyer.
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      THE SAVAGE country house, which was called the Quinta do Zedes, was not in Vila Real de Zedes itself, but high on a hill spur to the south of the village. It was a beautiful place, its whitewashed walls edged with masonry to trace out the elegant lines of a small manor house which looked across the once royal vineyards. The shutters were painted blue, and the high windows of the ground floor were decorated with stained glass which showed the coats of arms of the family which had once owned the Quinta do Zedes. Mister Savage had bought the Quinta along with the vineyards, and, because the house was high, possessed a thick tiled roof and was surrounded by trees hung with wisteria, it proved blessedly cool in summer and so the Savage family would move there each June and stay till October when they took themselves back to the House Beautiful high on Oporto’s slope. Then Mister Savage had died of a seizure and the house had stayed empty ever since except for the half-dozen servants who lived at the back and tended the small vegetable garden and walked down the long curving drive to the village church for mass. There was a chapel in the Quinta do Zedes and in the old days, when the owners of the coats of arms had lived in the long cool rooms, the servants had been allowed to attend mass in the family chapel, but Mister Savage had been a staunch Protestant and he had ordered the altar taken away, the statues removed and the chapel whitewashed for use as a food store.


      The servants had been surprised when Miss Kate came to the house, but they curtsied or bowed and then set about making the great rooms comfortable. The dust sheets were pulled from pieces of furniture, the bats were knocked off the beams and the pale-blue shutters were thrown open to let in the spring sun. Fires were lit to take away the lingering winter chill, though on that first evening Kate did not stay indoors beside the fires, but instead sat on a balcony built on top of the Quinta’s porch and stared down the drive which was edged with wisteria hanging from the cedar trees. The evening shadows stretched, but no one came.


      Kate almost cried herself to sleep that night, but next morning her spirits were restored and, over the shocked protests of the servants, she swept out the entrance hall which was a glorious space of checkered black and white marble, with a white marble staircase curving up to the bedrooms. Then she insisted on dusting the fireplace in the great parlor which was decorated with painted tiles showing the battle of Aljubarrota where Joao I had humiliated the Castilians. She ordered a second bedroom to be aired, its bed made and the fire lit, then she went back to the balcony above the porch and watched the driveway until, just after the morning bell had rung in Vila Real de Zedes, she saw two horsemen appear beneath the cedars and her soul soared for joy. The leading horseman was so tall, so straight-backed, so darkly handsome, and at the same time there was a touching tragedy about him because his wife had died giving birth to their first baby, and the baby had died as well, and the thought of that fine man enduring such sadness almost brought tears to Kate’s eyes, but then the man stood in his stirrups and waved to her and Kate felt her happiness flood back as she ran down the stairs to greet her lover on the house steps.


      Colonel Christopher slid from his horse. Luis, his servant, was riding the spare horse and carrying the great valise filled with Kate’s clothes that Christopher had removed from the House Beautiful once her mother was gone. Christopher threw Luis the reins, then ran to the house, leaped up the front steps and took Kate into his arms. He kissed her and ran his hand from the nape of her neck to the small of her back and felt a tremor go through her. “I could not get here last night, my love,” he told her, “duty called.”


      “I knew it would be duty,” Kate said, her face shining as she looked up at him.


      “Nothing else would keep me from you,” Christopher said, “nothing,” and he bowed to kiss her forehead, then took a pace back, still holding both her hands, to look into her face. She was, he thought, the most beautiful girl in creation and charmingly modest for she blushed and laughed with embarrassment when he stared at her. “Kate, Kate,” he said chidingly, “I shall spend all my years looking at you.”


      Her hair was black and she wore it drawn back from her high forehead, but with a pair of deep curls hanging where the French hussars wore their cadenettes. She had a full mouth, a small nose, and eyes that were touchingly serious at one moment and sparkling with amusement the next. She was nineteen years old, leggy as a colt, full of life and trust and, at this moment, full of love for her handsome man, who was dressed in a plain black coat, white riding breeches and a cocked hat from which hung two golden tassels. “Did you see my mother?” she asked.


      “I left her promising that I would search for you.”


      Kate looked guilty. “I should have told her…”


      “Your mother will want you to marry some man of property who is safe in England,” Christopher said, “not some adventurer like me.” The real reason Kate’s mother would disapprove was because she had hoped to marry Christopher herself, but then the Colonel had discovered the terms of Mr. Savage’s will and had turned his attention to the daughter. “It would do no good to ask her blessing,” he went on, “and if you had told her what we planned then she would most certainly have stopped us.”


      “She might not,” Kate suggested in a small voice.


      “But this way,” Christopher said, “your mother’s disapproval does not matter, and when she knows we are married then I am persuaded she will learn to like me.”


      “Married?”


      “Of course,” Christopher said. “You think I do not care for your honor?” He laughed at the shy look on her face. “There is a priest in the village,” he went on, “who I am sure can be persuaded to marry us.”


      “I am not…” Kate said, then she brushed at her hair and tugged at her dress, and blushed deeper.


      “You are ready,” Christopher anticipated her protest, “and you look enchantingly beautiful.”


      Kate blushed more deeply and plucked at the neckline of her dress which she had chosen very carefully from among the summer frocks stored in the Quinta. It was an English dress of white linen, embroidered with bluebells entwined with acanthus leaves, and she knew it suited her. “My mother will forgive me?” she asked.


      Christopher very much doubted it. “Of course she will,” he promised her. “I’ve known such situations before. Your dear mother wants only the best for you, but once she has come to know me she will surely recognize that I will care for you as no other.”


      “I am sure she will,” Kate said warmly. She had never been quite certain why Colonel Christopher was so sure her mother would disapprove of him. He said it was because he was twenty-one years older than Kate, but he looked much less, and she was sure he loved her, and there were many men married to wives much younger, and Kate did not think her mother could possibly object on grounds of age, but Christopher also claimed to be a relatively poor man and that, he said, would most definitely offend her mother, and Kate thought that more than likely. But Christopher’s poverty did not offend her, indeed it only seemed to make their love more romantic, and now she would marry him.


      He led her down the Quinta’s steps. “Is there a carriage here?”


      “There’s an old gig in the stables.”


      “Then we can walk to the village and Luis can fetch the gig for our return.”


      “Now?”


      “Yesterday,” Christopher said solemnly, “could not be too soon for me, my love.” He sent Luis to harness the gig, then laughed. “I almost came with inconvenient company!”


      “Inconvenient?”


      “Some damn fool engineer—forgive my soldier’s vocabulary—wanted to send a broken-down Rifle lieutenant to rescue you! Him and his raga-muffins. I had to order him away. Be gone, I said, and “stand not upon the order of your going.” Poor fellow.”


      “Why poor?”


      “Dear me! Thirty-something years old, and still a lieutenant? No money, no prospects and a chip on his shoulder as big as the Rock of Gibraltar.” He put her hand under his elbow and walked her beneath the avenue of wisteria. “Oddly enough I know the Rifle lieutenant by reputation. Have you ever heard of Lady Grace Hale? The widow of Lord William Hale?”


      “I’ve never heard of either of them,” Kate said.


      “What a sheltered life you do lead in Oporto,” Christopher said lightly. “Lord William was a very sound man. I worked closely with him in the Foreign Office for a time, but then he went to India on government business and had the misfortune to return on a naval ship that got tangled up in Trafalgar. He must have been an uncommonly brave fellow, for he died in the battle, but then there was an almighty scandal because his widow set up house with a Rifle officer and this is the very same man. Ye gods, what can Lady Grace have been thinking of?”


      “He’s not a gentleman?”


      “Certainly not born one!” Christopher said. “God knows where the army fetch some of their officers these days, but they dredged this fellow up from beneath a rock. And the Lady Grace set up an establishment with him! Quite extraordinary. But some well-bred women like to go fishing in the dirty end of the lake, and I fear she must have been one of them.” He shook his head in disapproval. “It gets worse,” he went on, “because she became pregnant and then died giving birth.”


      “Poor woman!” Kate said and marveled that her lover could tell this tale so calmly for it would surely remind him of his own first wife’s death. “And what happened to the baby?” she asked.


      “I believe the child died too. But it was probably for the best. It ended the scandal, and what future could such an infant have faced? Whatever, the father of the child was this same wretched rifleman who was supposed to whisk you away across the river. I sent him packing, I can tell you!” Christopher laughed at the recollection. “He scowled at me, he looked grim and claimed he had his orders, but I wouldn’t stand his nonsense and told him to make himself scarce. I hardly wanted such a disreputable rogue glowering at my wedding!”


      “Indeed not,” Kate agreed.


      “Of course I didn’t tell him I knew his reputation. There was no call to embarrass the fellow.”


      “Quite right,” Kate said and squeezed her lover’s arm. Luis appeared behind them, driving a small dusty gig that had been stored in the Quinta’s stables and to which he had harnessed his own horse. Christopher stopped halfway to the village and picked some of the small delicate wild narcissi that grew on the road’s verge and he insisted on threading the yellow blossoms into Kate’s black hair, and then he kissed her again and told her she was beautiful and Kate thought this had to be the happiest day of her life. The sun shone, a small wind stirred the flower-bright meadows and her man was beside her.


      Father Josefa was waiting at the church, having been summoned by Christopher on his way to the Quinta, but before any ceremony could be performed the priest took the Englishman aside. “I have been worrying,” the priest said, “that what you propose is irregular.”


      “Irregular, Father?”


      “You are Protestants?” the priest asked and, when Christopher nodded, he sighed. “The church says that only those who take our sacraments can be married.”


      “And your church is right,” Christopher said emolliently. He looked at Kate, standing alone in the white-painted chancel, and he thought she looked like an angel with the yellow flowers in her hair. “Tell me, Father,” he went on, “do you look after the poor in your parish?”


      “It is a Christian duty,” Father Josefa said.


      Christopher took some golden English guineas from his pocket. They were not his, but from the funds supplied by the Foreign Office to smooth his way, and now he folded the priest’s hand around the coins.


      “Let me give you that as a contribution to your charitable work,” he said, “and let me beg you to give us a blessing, that is all. A blessing in Latin, Father, that will enjoin God’s protection on us in these troubled times. And later, when the fighting is over, I shall do my best to persuade Kate to take instruction from you. As I will too, of course.”


      Father Josefa, son of a laborer, looked at the coins and thought he had never seen so much money at one time and he thought of all the difficulties the gold could allay. “I cannot say a mass for you,” he insisted.


      “I do not want a mass,” Christopher said, “and I do not deserve a mass. I just want a blessing in Latin.” He wanted Kate to believe she was married and, so far as Christopher was concerned, the priest could gabble the words of the funeral rite if he wanted. “Just a blessing from you, Father, is all I want. A blessing from you, from God, and from the saints.” He took another few coins from his pocket and gave them to the priest, who decided a prayer of blessing could not possibly hurt.


      “And you will take instruction?” Father Josefa asked.


      “I have felt God pulling me toward your church for some time,” Christopher said, “and I believe I must heed His call. And then, Father, you may marry us properly.”


      So Father Josefa kissed his scapular and then draped it about his shoulders and he went to the altar where he knelt, made the sign of the cross and then stood and turned to smile at Kate and the tall, handsome man at her side. The priest did not know Kate well, for the Savage family had never been familiar with the villagers and certainly did not attend the church, but the servants at the Quinta spoke approvingly of her and Father Josefa, though he was celibate, could appreciate that this girl was a rare beauty and so his voice was full of warmth as he enjoined God and the holy saints to look with kindness on these two souls. He felt guilty that they would behave as married people even though they were not married, but such things were common and in wartime a good priest knew when to close his eyes.


      Kate listened to the Latin that she did not understand and she looked past the priest at the altar where the gently shining silver cross was hung with a black diaphanous veil because Easter had not yet come, and she felt her heart beating and felt her lover’s hand strongly entwined in hers and she wanted to cry with happiness. Her future seemed golden, stretching sunlit and warm and flower-strewn ahead of her. It was not quite the wedding she had envisaged. She had thought to sail back to England, which she and her mother still considered home, there to walk up the aisle of a country church filled with her rubicund relatives and be showered with rose petals and wheat grains and afterward go in a chaise and four to some beamed tavern for a dinner of beef, beer and good red wine, yet she could not have been happier, or maybe she could have been happier if only her mother had been in the church, but she consoled herself that they would be reconciled, she was sure of that, and suddenly Christopher squeezed her hand so hard that it hurt. “Say I do, my dearest,” he ordered her.


      Kate blushed. “Oh, I do,” she said, “I truly do.”


      Father Josefa smiled at her. The sun streamed through the church’s small high windows, there were flowers in her hair and Father Josefa raised his hand to bless James and Katherine with the sign of the cross and just then the church door creaked open to let in a wash of more sunlight and the stench of a manure heap just outside.


      Kate turned to see soldiers in the door. The men were outlined against the light so she could not see them properly, but she could see the guns on their shoulders and she supposed they were French and she gasped in fear, but Colonel Christopher seemed quite unworried as he tilted her face to his and kissed her on the lips. “We are married, my darling,” he said softly.


      “James,” she said.


      “My dear, dear Kate,” the Colonel responded with a smile, “my dear, dear wife.” Then he turned as harsh steps sounded in the small nave. They were slow steps, heavy steps, the nailed boots unfittingly loud on the ancient stones. An officer was walking toward the altar. He had left his men at the church door and came alone, his long sword clinking inside its metal scabbard as he walked closer. Then he stopped and stared into Kate’s pale face and Kate shuddered because the officer was a scarred, shabby, green-coated soldier with a tanned face harder than iron and a gaze that could only be described as impudent. “Are you Kate Savage?” he asked, surprising her because he put the question in English and she had assumed the newcomer was French.


      Kate said nothing. Her husband was beside her and he would protect her from this horrid, frightening and insolent man.


      “Is that you, Sharpe?” Colonel Christopher demanded. “By God, it is!” He was oddly nervous and his voice was too high-pitched and he had a struggle to bring it under control. “What the devil are you doing here? I ordered you south of the river, damn you.”


      “Got cut off, sir,” Sharpe said, not looking at Christopher, but still staring at Kate’s face which was framed by the narcissi in her hair. “I got cut off by Frogs, sir, a lot of Frogs, so I fought them off, sir, and came to look for Miss Savage.”


      “Who no longer exists,” the Colonel said coldly, “but allow me to introduce you to my wife, Sharpe, Mrs. James Christopher.”


      And Kate, hearing her new name, thought her heart would burst with happiness.


      Because she believed she was married.
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      THE NEWLY united Colonel and Mrs. Christopher rode back to the Quinta in the dusty gig, leaving Luis and the soldiers to trail after them. Hagman, still alive, was now in a handcart, though the jolting of the unsprung vehicle seemed to give him more pain than the old stretcher. Lieutenant Vicente was also looking ill; indeed he was so pale that Sharpe feared the erstwhile lawyer had caught some disease in the last couple of days. “You should see the doctor when he comes to have another look at Hagman,” Sharpe said. There was a doctor in the village who had already examined Hagman, pronounced him a dying man, but promised he would come to the Quinta that afternoon to look at the patient again. “You look as if you’ve got an upset belly,” Sharpe said.


      “It is not an illness,” Vicente said, “not something a doctor can cure.”


      “Then what is it?”


      “It is Miss Katherine,” Vicente said forlornly.


      “Kate?” Sharpe stared at Vicente. “You know her?”


      Vicente nodded. “Every young man in Porto knows Kate Savage. When she was sent to school in England we pined for her and when she sailed back it was as if the sun had come out.”


      “She’s pretty enough,” Sharpe allowed, then looked again at Vicente as the full force of the lawyer’s words registered. “Oh, bloody hell,” he said.


      “What?” Vicente asked, offended.


      “I don’t need you to be in love,” Sharpe said.


      “I am not in love,” Vicente said, still offended, but it was obvious that he was besotted with Kate Christopher. In the last two or three years he had gazed at her from afar and he had dreamed of her when he was writing his poetry and had been distracted by her memory when he was studying his philosophy and he had woven fantasies about her as he delved through the dusty law books. She was the Beatrice to his Dante, the unapproachable English girl from the big house on the hill and now she was married to Colonel Christopher.


      And that, Sharpe thought, explained the silly bitch’s disappearance. She had eloped! But what Sharpe still did not understand was why she would need to conceal such a love from her mother who would surely approve of her choice? Christopher, so far as Sharpe could tell, was well born, affluent, properly educated and a gentleman: all the things, indeed, that Sharpe was not. Christopher was also very annoyed and, when Sharpe reached the Quinta, the Colonel faced him from the front steps and again demanded an explanation for the rifleman’s presence in Vila Real de Zedes.


      “I told you,” Sharpe said, “we were cut off. We couldn’t cross the river.”


      “Sir,” Christopher snapped, then waited for Sharpe to repeat the word, but Sharpe just stared past the Colonel into the Quinta’s hallway where he could see Kate unpacking clothes from the big leather valise.


      “I gave you orders,” Christopher said.


      “We couldn’t cross the river,” Sharpe said, “because there wasn’t a bridge. It broke. So we went to the ferry, but the damned Frogs had burned it, so now we’re going to Amarante, but we can’t use the main roads because the Frogs are swarming over them like lice, and I can’t go fast because I’ve got a wounded man and is there a room here where we can put him tonight?”


      Christopher said nothing for a moment. He was waiting for Sharpe to call him “sir,” but the rifleman stubbornly stayed silent. Christopher sighed and glanced across the valley to where a buzzard circled. “You expect to stay here tonight?” he asked distantly.


      “We’ve marched since three this morning,” Sharpe said. He was not sure they had left at three o’clock because he had no watch, but it sounded about right. “We’ll rest now,” he said, “then march again before tomorrow’s dawn.”


      “The French,” Christopher said, “will be at Amarante.”


      “No doubt they will,” Sharpe said, “but what else am I to do?”


      Christopher flinched at Sharpe’s surly tone, then shuddered as Hagman moaned. “There’s a stable block behind the house,” he said coldly, “put your wounded man there. And who the devil is that?” He had noticed Vicente’s prisoner, Lieutenant Olivier.


      Sharpe turned to see where the Colonel was looking. “A Frog,” he answered, “whose throat I’m going to cut.”


      Christopher stared in horror at Sharpe. “A Frog whose…” he began to repeat, but just then Kate came from the house to stand beside him. He put an arm about her shoulder and, with an irritable look at Sharpe, raised his voice to call to Lieutenant Olivier. “Monsieur! Venez ici, s’il vous plaît.”


      “He’s a prisoner,” Sharpe said.


      “He’s an officer?” Christopher asked as Olivier threaded his way through Sharpe’s sullen men.


      “He’s a lieutenant,” Sharpe said, “of the 18th Dragoons.”


      Christopher gave Sharpe a rather startled look. “It is customary,” he said coldly, “to allow officers to give their parole. Where is the lieutenant’s sword?”


      “I wasn’t keeping him prisoner,” Sharpe said, “Lieutenant Vicente was. The Lieutenant’s a lawyer, you see, and he seems to have the strange idea that the man should stand trial, but I was just planning on hanging him.”


      Kate gave a small cry of horror. “Perhaps you should go inside, my dear,” Christopher suggested, but she did not move and he did not insist. “Why were you going to hang him?” he asked Sharpe instead.


      “Because he’s a rapist,” Sharpe said flatly and the word prompted Kate to give another small cry, and this time Christopher bodily pushed her into the tiled hallway.


      “You will mind your language,” Christopher said icily, “when my wife is present.”


      “There was a lady present when this bastard raped her,” Sharpe said. “We caught him with his breeches round his ankles and his equipment hanging out. What was I supposed to do with him? Give him a brandy and offer him a game of whist?”


      “He is an officer and a gentleman,” Christopher said, more concerned that Olivier was from the 18th Dragoons which meant he served with Captain Argenton. “Where is his sword?”


      Lieutenant Vicente was introduced. He carried Olivier’s sword and Christopher insisted it be returned to the Frenchman. Vicente tried to explain that Olivier was accused of a crime and must be tried for it, but Colonel Christopher, speaking his impeccable Portuguese, dismissed the idea. “The conventions of war, Lieutenant,” he said, “do not allow for the trial of military officers as though they were civilians. You should know that if, as Sharpe claims, you are a lawyer. To allow the civil trial of prisoners of war would open up the possibilities of reciprocity. Try this man and execute him and the French will do the same to every Portuguese officer they take captive. You understand that, surely?”


      Vicente saw the force of the argument, but would not give in. “He is a rapist,” he insisted.


      “He is a prisoner of war,” Christopher contradicted him, “and you will give him over to my custody.”


      Vicente still tried to resist. Christopher, after all, was in civilian clothes. “He is a prisoner of my army,” Vicente said stubbornly.


      “And I,” Christopher said disdainfully, “am a lieutenant colonel in His Britannic Majesty’s army, and that, I think, means that I outrank you, Lieutenant, and you will obey my orders or else you will face the military consequences.”


      Vicente, outranked and overwhelmed, stepped back and Christopher, with a small bow, presented Olivier with his sword. “Perhaps you will do me the honor of waiting inside?” he suggested to the Frenchman and, when a much relieved Olivier had gone into the Quinta, Christopher strode to the edge of the front steps and stared over Sharpe’s head to where a white cloud of dust was being generated on a track coming from the distant main road. A large body of horsemen was approaching the village and Christopher reckoned it had to be Captain Argenton and his escort. A look of alarm crossed his face and his gaze flickered to Sharpe, then back to the approaching cavalry. He dared not let the two meet. “Sharpe,” he said, “you are under orders again.”


      “If you say so, sir.” Sharpe sounded reluctant.


      “Then you will stay here and guard my wife,” Christopher said. “Are those your horses?” He pointed to the dozen cavalry horses captured at Barca d’Avintas, most of which were still saddled. “I’ll take two of them.” He ran into the entrance hall and beckoned to Olivier. “Monsieur! You will accompany me and we go at once. Dearest one?” He took Kate’s hand. “You will stay here till I return. I shall not be long. An hour at the most.” He bent to give her knuckles a kiss, then hurried outside and hauled himself into the nearest saddle, watched Olivier mount, then both men spurred down the track. “You will stay here, Sharpe!” Christopher shouted as he left. “Right here! That is an order!”


      Vicente watched Christopher and the dragoon lieutenant ride away. “Why has he taken the Frenchman?”


      “God knows,” Sharpe said, and while Dodd and three other riflemen took Hagman to the stable block he climbed to the top step and took out his superb telescope which he rested on a finely carved stone urn that decorated the small terrace. He trained the glass on the approaching horsemen and saw they were French dragoons. A hundred of them? Maybe more. Sharpe could see the green coats and the pink facings and the straight swords and the brown cloth covers on their polished helmets, then he saw the horsemen curbing their mounts as Christopher and Olivier emerged from Vila Real de Zedes. Sharpe gave the telescope to Harper. “Why would that greasy bugger be talking to the Crapauds?”


      “God knows, sir,” Harper said.


      “So watch ’em, Pat, watch ’em,” Sharpe said, “and if they come any closer, let me know.” He walked into the Quinta, giving the huge front door a perfunctory knock. Lieutenant Vicente was already in the entrance hall, staring with doglike devotion at Kate Savage who was now evidently Kate Christopher. Sharpe took off his shako and ran a hand through his newly cut hair. “Your husband has gone to talk to the French,” he said, and saw the frown of disapproval on Kate’s face and wondered if that was because Christopher was talking to the French or because she was being addressed by Sharpe. “Why?” he asked.


      “You must ask him, Lieutenant,” she said.


      “My name’s Sharpe.”


      “I know your name,” Kate said coldly.


      “Richard to my friends.”


      “It is good to know you possess some friends, Mister Sharpe,” Kate said. She looked at him boldly and Sharpe thought what a beauty she was. She had the sort of face that painters immortalized in oils and it was no wonder that Vicente’s band of earnest poets and philosophers had worshipped her from afar.


      “So why is Colonel Christopher talking to the Frogs, ma’am?”


      Kate blinked in surprise, not because her husband was talking with the enemy, but because, for the first time, she had been called ma’am. “I told you, Lieutenant,” she said with some asperity, “you must ask him.”


      Sharpe walked around the hall. He admired the curving marble stairway, gazed up at a fine tapestry that showed huntresses pursuing a stag, then looked at two busts in opposing niches. The busts had evidently been imported by the late Mister Savage, for one portrayed John Milton and the other was labeled John Bunyan. “I was sent to fetch you,” he said to Kate, still staring at Bunyan.


      “To fetch me, Mister Sharpe?”


      “A Captain Hogan ordered me to find you,” he told her, “and take you back to your mother. She was worried about you.”


      Kate blushed, “My mother has no cause to worry. I have a husband now.”


      “Now?” Sharpe said. “You were married this morning? That’s what we saw in the church?”


      “Is it any of your business?” Kate demanded fiercely. Vicente looked crestfallen because he believed Sharpe was bullying the woman he so silently adored.


      “If you’re married, ma’am, then it’s none of my business,” Sharpe said, “because I can’t take a married woman away from her husband, can I?”


      “No, you cannot,” Kate said, “and we were indeed married this morning.”


      “My congratulations, ma’am,” Sharpe said, then stopped to admire an old grandfather clock. Its face was decorated with smiling moons and bore the legend “Thomas Tompion, London.” He opened the polished case and pulled down the weights so that the mechanism began ticking. “I expect your mother will be delighted, ma’am.”


      “It is none of your business, Lieutenant,” Kate said, bridling.


      “Pity she couldn’t be here, eh? Your mother was in tears when I left her.” He turned on her. “Is he really a colonel?”


      The question took Kate by surprise, especially after the disconcerting news that her mother had been crying. She blushed, then tried to look dignified and offended. “Of course he’s a colonel,” she said indignantly, “and you are impudent, Mister Sharpe.”


      Sharpe laughed. His face was grim in repose, made so by the scar on his cheek, but when he smiled or laughed the grimness went, and Kate, to her astonishment, felt her heart skip a beat. She had been remembering the story Christopher had told her, of how the Lady Grace had destroyed her reputation by living with this man. What had Christopher said? Fishing in the dirty end of the lake, but suddenly Kate envied Lady Grace and then remembered she had been married less than an hour and was very properly ashamed of herself. But all the same, she thought, this rogue was horribly attractive when he smiled and he was smiling at her now. “You’re right,” Sharpe said, “I am impudent. Always have been and probably always will be and I apologize for it, ma’am.” He looked around the hall again. “This is your mother’s house?”


      “It is my house,” Kate said, “since my father died. And now, I suppose, it is my husband’s property.”


      “I’ve got a wounded man and your husband said he should be put in the stables. I don’t like putting wounded men into stables when there are better rooms.”


      Kate blushed, though Sharpe was not sure why, then she pointed toward a door at the back of the hall. “The servants have quarters by the kitchens,” she said, “and I’m sure there is a comfortable room there.” She stepped aside and gestured again at the door. “Why don’t you look?”


      “I will, ma’am,” Sharpe said, but instead of exploring the back parts of the house, he just stared at her.


      “What is it?” Kate asked, unsettled by his dark gaze.


      “I was merely going to offer you felicitations, ma’am, for your marriage,” Sharpe said.


      “Thank you, Lieutenant,” Kate said.


      “Marry in haste,” Sharpe said and paused, and he saw the anger flare in her eyes and he smiled at her again, “is something folks often do in wartime,” he finished. “I’ll go round the outside of the house, ma’am.”


      He left her to Vicente’s admiration and joined Harper on the terrace. “Is the bastard still talking?” he asked.


      “The Colonel’s still talking to the Crapauds, sir,” Harper said, gazing through the telescope, “and they’re not coming any closer. The Colonel’s full of surprises, isn’t he?”


      “Stuffed as full of them,” Sharpe said, “as a plum pudding.”


      “So what do we do, sir?”


      “We move Dan into a servant’s room by the kitchen. Let the doctor see him. If the doctor thinks he can travel then we’ll go to Amarante.”


      “Do we take the girl?”


      “Not if she’s married, Pat. We can’t do a bloody thing with her if she’s married. She belongs to him now, lock, stock and barrel.” Sharpe scratched under his collar where a louse had bitten. “Pretty girl.”


      “Is she now? I hadn’t noticed.”


      “You lying Irish bastard,” Sharpe said.


      Harper grinned. “Aye, well, she’s smooth on the eye, sir, smooth as they come, but she’s also a married woman.”


      “Off bounds, eh?”


      “A colonel’s wife? I wouldn’t dream of it,” Harper said, “not if I were you.”


      “I’m not dreaming, Patrick,” Sharpe said, “just wondering how to get the hell out of here. How do we go back home.”


      “Back to the army?” Harper asked. “Or back to England?”


      “God knows. Which would you want?”


      They should have been in England. They all belonged to the second battalion of the 95th Rifles and that battalion was in the Shorncliffe barracks, but Sharpe and his men had been separated from the rest of the greenjackets during the scrambling retreat to Vigo and somehow they had never managed to rejoin. Captain Hogan had seen to that. Hogan needed men to protect him while he mapped the wild frontier country between Spain and Portugal and a squad of prime riflemen were heaven-sent and he had cleverly managed to confuse the paperwork, reroute letters, scratch pay from the military chest and so keep Sharpe and his men close to the war.


      “England holds nothing for me,” Harper said, “I’m happier here.”


      “And the men?”


      “Most like it here,” the Irishman said, “but a few want to go home. Cresacre, Sims, the usual grumblers. John Williamson is the worst. He keeps telling the others that you’re only here because you want promotion and that you’ll sacrifice us all to get it.”


      “He says that?”


      “And worse.”


      “Sounds a good idea,” Sharpe said lightly.


      “But I don’t think anyone believes him, other than the usual bastards. Most of us know we’re here by accident.” Harper stared at the distant French dragoons, then shook his head. “I’ll have to give Williamson a thumping sooner or later.”


      “You or me,” Sharpe agreed.


      Harper put the telescope to his eye again. “The bastard’s coming back,” he said, “and he’s left that other bastard with them.” He handed Sharpe the telescope.


      “Olivier?”


      “He’s bloody given him back!” Harper was indignant.


      Through the telescope Sharpe could see Christopher riding back toward Vila Real de Zedes accompanied by a single man, a civilian judging by his clothes, and certainly not Lieutenant Olivier, who was evidently riding northwards with the dragoons. “Those Crapauds must have seen us,” Sharpe said.


      “Clear as daylight,” Harper agreed.


      “And Lieutenant Olivier will have told them we’re here,” Sharpe said, “so why the devil are they leaving us alone?”


      “Because your man’s made an agreement with the bastards,” Harper said, nodding toward the distant Christopher.


      Sharpe wondered why an English officer would be making agreements with the enemy. “We should give him a smacking,” he said.


      “Not if he’s a colonel.”


      “Then we should give the bastard two smackings,” Sharpe said savagely, “then we’d find the bloody truth quickly enough.”


      The two men fell silent as Christopher cantered up the drive to the house. The man accompanying him was young, red-haired and in plain civilian clothes, yet the horse he rode had a French mark on its rump and the saddle was military issue. Christopher looked at the telescope in Sharpe’s hand. “You must be curious, Sharpe,” he said with unusual geniality.


      “I’m curious,” Sharpe said, “why our prisoner was given back.”


      “Because I decided to give him back, of course,” Christopher said, sliding down from the horse, “and he’s promised not to fight us until the French return a British prisoner of equal rank. All quite normal, Sharpe, and no occasion for indignation. This is Monsieur Argenton who will be going with me to visit General Cradock in Lisbon.” The Frenchman, hearing his name spoken, gave Sharpe a nervous nod.


      “We’ll come with you,” Sharpe said, ignoring the Frenchman.


      Christopher shook his head. “I think not, Sharpe. Monsieur Argenton will arrange for the two of us to use the pontoon bridge at Oporto if it’s been repaired, and if not he’ll arrange passage on a ferry, and I hardly think our French friends will allow a half company of riflemen to cross the river under their noses, do you?”


      “If you talk to them, maybe,” Sharpe said. “You seem friendly enough with them.”


      Christopher threw his reins to Luis, then gestured that Argenton should dismount and follow him into the house. “ ‘There are more things in heaven and earth, Horatio, than are dreamt of in your philosophy.’ ” Christopher said, going past Sharpe, then he turned. “I have different plans for you.”


      “You have plans for me?” Sharpe asked truculently.


      “I believe a lieutenant colonel outranks a lieutenant in His Britannic Majesty’s army, Sharpe,” Christopher said sarcastically. “It always was so, which means, does it not, that you are under my command? So you will come to the house in half an hour and I shall give you your new orders. Come, monsieur.” He beckoned to Argenton, glanced coldly at Sharpe, and went up the steps.


      [image: logo]


      IT RAINED next morning. It was colder too. Gray veils of showers swept out of the west, brought from the Atlantic by a chill wind that blew the wisteria blossoms from the thrashing trees, banged the Quinta’s shutters and sent chill drafts chasing through its rooms. Sharpe, Vicente and their men had slept in the stable block, guarded by picquets who shivered in the night and peered through the damp blackness. Sharpe, doing the rounds in the darkest heart of the night, saw one window of the Quinta glowing with the glimmer of shuddering candlelight behind the wind-shaken shutters and he thought he heard a cry like an animal in distress from that upper floor, and for a fleeting second he was sure it was Kate’s voice, then he told himself it was his imagination or that it was just the wind shrieking in the chimneys. He went to see Hagman at dawn and found the old poacher was sweating, but alive. He was asleep and once or twice spoke a name aloud. “Amy,” he said, “Amy.” The doctor had visited the previous afternoon, he had sniffed the wound, shrugged, said Hagman would die, washed the injury, bandaged it and refused to take any fee. “Keep the bandages wet,” he had told Vicente who was translating for Sharpe, “and dig a grave.” The Portuguese lieutenant did not translate the last four words.


      Sharpe was summoned to Colonel Christopher soon after sunrise and found the Colonel seated in the parlor and swathed in hot towels as Luis shaved him. “He used to be a barber,” the Colonel said. “Weren’t you a barber, Luis?”


      “A good one,” Luis said.


      “You look as if you could do with a barber, Sharpe,” Christopher said. “Cut your own hair, do you?”


      “No, sir.”


      “Looks like it. Looks like the rats got to it.” The razor made a slight scratching noise as it glided down his chin. Luis wiped the blade with a flannel, scraped again. “My wife,” Christopher said, “will have to stay here. I ain’t happy.”


      “No, sir?”


      “But she ain’t safe anywhere else, is she? She can’t go to Oporto, it’s full of Frenchmen who are raping anything that isn’t dead and probably things that are dead if they’re still fresh, and they won’t get the place under decent control for another day or two, so she must stay here, and I’ll feel a great deal more comfortable, Sharpe, if she’s protected. So you will guard my wife, let your wounded fellow recover, have a rest, contemplate God’s ineffable ways and in a week or so I’ll be back and you can go.”


      Sharpe looked out of the window where a gardener was scything the lawn, probably the first cut of the year. The scythe slid through the pale blossoms blown from the wisteria. “Mrs. Christopher could accompany you south, sir,” he suggested.


      “No, she bloody well can’t,” Christopher snapped. “I told her it’s too dangerous. Captain Argenton and I have to get through the lines, Sharpe, and we won’t make things easier for ourselves by taking a woman with us.” The true reason, of course, was that he did not want Kate to meet her mother and tell her of the marriage in Vila Real de Zedes’s small church. “So Kate will stay here,” Christopher went on, “and you will treat her with respect.” Sharpe said nothing, just looked at the Colonel, who had the grace to shift uncomfortably. “Of course you will,” Christopher said. “I’ll have a word with the village priest on our way out and make sure his people deliver food for you. Bread, beans and a bullock should do your fellows for a week, eh? And for God’s sake don’t make yourselves obvious; I don’t want the French sacking this house. There’s some damn fine pipes of port in the cellars and I don’t want your rogues helping themselves.”


      “They won’t, sir,” Sharpe said. Last night, when Christopher had first told him that he and his men must stay at the Quinta, the Colonel had produced a letter from General Cradock. The letter had been carried around for so long that it was fragile, especially along the creases, and its ink was faded, but it clearly stated, in English and Portuguese, that Lieutenant-Colonel James Christopher was employed on work of great importance and enjoined every British and Portuguese officer to attend to the Colonel’s orders and offer him whatever help he might require. The letter, which Sharpe had no reason to believe was counterfeit, made it clear that Christopher was in a position to give Sharpe orders and so he now sounded more respectful than he had the previous evening. “They won’t touch the port, sir,” he said.


      “Good. Good. That’s all, Sharpe, you’re dismissed.”


      “You’re going south, sir?” Sharpe asked instead of leaving.


      “I told you, we’re going to see General Cradock.”


      “Then perhaps you’d take a letter to Captain Hogan for me, sir?”


      “Write it quick, Sharpe, write it quick. I have to be off.”


      Sharpe wrote it quick. He disliked writing for he had never learned his letters properly, not school proper, and he knew his expressions were as clumsy as his penmanship, but he wrote to tell Hogan that he was stranded north of the river, that he was ordered to stay at the Quinta do Zedes and that, just as soon as he was released from those orders, he would return to duty. He guessed that Christopher would read the letter and so he had made no mention of the Colonel nor offered any criticism of his orders. He gave the letter to Christopher who, dressed in civilian clothes and accompanied by the Frenchman who was also out of uniform, left in mid-morning. Luis rode with them.


      Kate had also written a letter, this one to her mother. She had been pale and tearful in the morning, which Sharpe put down to her imminent parting from her new husband, but in truth Kate was upset that Christopher would not let her accompany him, an idea the Colonel had brusquely refused to consider. “Where we are going,” he had insisted, “is exceedingly dangerous. Going through the lines, my dear one, is perilous in the extreme and I cannot expose you to such risk.” He had seen Kate’s unhappiness and taken both her hands in his. “Do you believe that I wish to part from you so soon? Do you not understand that only matters of duty, of the very highest duty, would tear me from your side? You must trust me, Kate. I think trust is very important in marriage, don’t you?”


      And Kate, trying not to cry, had agreed that it was.


      “You will be safe,” Christopher had told her. “Sharpe’s men will guard you. I know he looks uncouth, but he’s an English officer and that means he’s almost a gentleman. And you’ve got plenty of servants to chaperone you.” He frowned. “Does having Sharpe here worry you?”


      “No,” Kate said, “I’ll just stay out of his way.”


      “I’ve no doubt he’ll be glad of that. Lady Grace might have tamed him a little, but he’s plainly uncomfortable around civilized folk. I’m sure you’ll be quite safe till I return. I can leave you a pistol if you’re worried?”


      “No,” Kate said, for she knew there was a pistol in her father’s old gun room and, anyway, she did not think she would need it to deter Sharpe.


      “How long will you be away?” she asked.


      “A week? At most ten days. One cannot be precise about such things, but be assured, my dearest, that I shall hurry back to you with the utmost dispatch.”


      She gave him the letter for her mother. The letter, written by candlelight just before dawn, told Mrs. Savage that her daughter loved her, that she was sorry she had deceived her, but nevertheless she was married to a wonderful man, a man Mrs. Savage would surely come to love as though he were her own son, and Kate promised she would be back at her mother’s side just as soon as she possibly could. In the meantime she commended herself, her husband and her mother to God’s tender care.


      Colonel James Christopher read his wife’s letter as he rode toward Oporto. Then he read Sharpe’s letter.


      “Something important?” Captain Argenton asked him.


      “Trivialities, my dear Captain, mere trivialities,” Christopher said and read Sharpe’s letter a second time. “Good God,” he said, “but they allow utter illiterates to carry the King’s commission these days,” and with those words he tore both letters into tiny shreds that he let fly upon the cold, rain-laden wind so that, for a moment, the white scraps looked like snow behind his horse. “I assume,” he asked Argenton, “that we shall need a permit to cross the river?”


      “I shall get one from headquarters,” Argenton said.


      “Good,” Christopher said, “good,” because in his saddlebag, unknown to Captain Argenton, was a third letter, one that Christopher had written himself in polished, perfect French, and it was addressed, care of Marshal Soult’s headquarters, to Brigadier Henri Vuillard, the man who was most feared by Argenton and his fellow plotters. Christopher smiled, remembered the joys of the night and anticipated the greater joys to come. He was a happy man.

    

  


  
    
      Chapter 4

    


    
      SPIDER WEBS,” Hagman whispered, “and moss. That’ll do it, sir.”


      “Spider webs and moss?” Sharpe asked.


      “A poultice, sir, of spider webs, moss and a little vinegar. Back it with brown paper and bind it on tight.”


      “The doctor says you should just keep the bandage damp, Dan, nothing else.”


      “We knows better than a doctor, sir.” Hagman’s voice was scarcely audible. “My mother always swore by vinegar, moss and webs.” He fell silent, except that every breath was a wheeze. “And brown paper,” he said after a long while. “And my father, sir, when he was shot by a gatekeeper at Dunham on the Hill, he was brought back by vinegar, moss and spider silk. She was a wonderful woman, my mother.”


      Sharpe, sitting beside the bed, wondered if he would be different if he had known his mother, if he had been raised by a mother. He thought of Lady Grace, dead these three years, and how she had once told him he was full of rage and he wondered if that was what mothers did, took the rage away, and then his mind sheered away from Grace as it always did. It was just too painful to remember and he forced a smile. “You were talking about Amy in your sleep, Dan. Is she your wife?”


      “Amy!” Hagman blinked in surprise. “Amy? I haven’t thought of Amy in years. She was the rector’s daughter, sir, the rector’s daughter, and she did things no rector’s daughter ought to have even known about.” He chuckled and it must have hurt him for the smile vanished and he groaned, but Sharpe reckoned Hagman had a chance now. For the first two days he had been feverish, but the sweat had broken. “How long are we staying here, sir?”


      “Long as we need to, Dan, but the truth is I don’t know. The Colonel gave me orders so we’ll just stay till he gives us more.” Sharpe had been reassured by the letter from General Cradock, and even more by the news that Christopher was going to meet the General. Plainly the Colonel was up to his neck in strange work, but Sharpe now wondered whether he had misconstrued Captain Hogan’s words about keeping a close eye on Christopher. Perhaps Hogan had meant that he wanted Christopher protected because his work was so important. Whatever, Sharpe had his orders now and he was satisfied that the Colonel had the authority to issue them, yet even so he felt guilty that he and his men were resting in the Quinta do Zedes while a war went on somewhere to the south and another to the east.


      At least he assumed there was fighting for he had no real news in the next few days. A peddler came to the Quinta with a stock of bone buttons, steel pins and stamped tin medallions showing the Virgin Mary, and he said the Portuguese still held the bridge at Amarante where they were opposed by a big French army. He also claimed the French had gone south toward Lisbon, then reported a rumor which said Marshal Soult was still in Oporto. A friar who called at the Quinta to beg for food brought the same news. “Which is good,” Sharpe told Harper.


      “Why’s that, sir?”


      “Because Soult isn’t going to linger in Oporto if there’s a chance of Lisbon falling, is he? No, if Soult is in Oporto then that’s as far as the Frogs have got.”


      “But they are south of the river?”


      “A few bloody cavalrymen maybe,” Sharpe said dismissively, but it was frustrating not to know what was happening and Sharpe, to his surprise, found himself wanting Colonel Christopher to return so he could learn how the war progressed.


      Kate doubtless wanted her husband to return even more than Sharpe did. For the first few days after the Colonel’s departure she had avoided Sharpe, but increasingly they began to meet in the room where Daniel Hagman lay. Kate brought the injured man food and then would sit and talk with him and, once she had convinced herself that Sharpe was not the scurrilous rogue she had supposed him to be, she invited him into the front of the house where she made tea in a pot decorated with embossed china roses. Lieutenant Vicente was sometimes invited, but he said almost nothing, just sat on the edge of a chair and gazed at Kate in sad adoration. If she spoke to him he blushed and stammered, and Kate would look away, seemingly equally embarrassed, yet she seemed to like the Portuguese Lieutenant. Sharpe sensed she was a lonely woman, and always had been. One evening, when Vicente was supervising the picquets, she spoke of growing up as a single child in Oporto and of being sent back to England for her education. “There were three of us girls in a parson’s house,” she told him. It was a cold evening and she sat close to a fire that had been lit in the tile-edged hearth of the Quinta’s parlor. “His wife made us cook, clean and sew,” Kate went on, “and the clergyman taught us scripture knowledge, some French, a little mathematics and Shakespeare.”


      “More than I ever learned,” Sharpe said.


      “You are not the daughter of a wealthy port merchant,” Kate said with a smile. Behind her, in the shadows, the cook knitted. Kate, when she was with Sharpe or Vicente, always had one of the women servants to chaperone her, presumably so that her husband would have no grounds for suspicion. “My father was determined to make me accomplished,” Kate went on, looking wistful. “He was a strange man, my father. He made wine, but wouldn’t drink it. He said God didn’t approve. The cellar here is full of good wine and he added to it every year and he never opened a bottle for himself.” She shivered and leaned toward the fire. “I remember it was always cold in England. I hated it, but my parents didn’t want me schooled in Portugal.”


      “Why not?”


      “They feared I might be infected with papism,” she said, fidgeting with the tassels on the edge of her shawl. “My father was very opposed to papism,” she continued earnestly, “which is why, in his will, he insisted I must marry a communicant of the Church of England, or else.”


      “Or else?”


      “I would lose my inheritance,” she said.


      “It’s safe now,” Sharpe said.


      “Yes,” she said, looking up at him, the light from the small fire catching in her eyes, “yes, it is.”


      “Is it an inheritance worth keeping?” Sharpe asked, suspecting the question was indelicate, but driven to it by curiosity.


      “This house, the vineyards,” Kate said, apparently unoffended, “the lodge where the port is made. It’s all held in trust for me at the moment, though my mother enjoys the income, of course.”


      “Why didn’t she go back to England?”


      “She’s lived here for over twenty years,” Kate said, “so her friends are here now. But after this week?” She shrugged. “Maybe she will go back to England. She always said she’d go home to find a second husband.” She smiled at the thought.


      “She couldn’t marry here?” Sharpe asked, remembering the good-looking woman climbing into the carriage outside the House Beautiful.


      “They are all papists here, Mister Sharpe,” Kate said in mock reproof. “Though I suspect she did find someone not so long ago. She began to take more trouble with herself. Her clothes, her hair, but maybe I imagined it.” She was silent for a moment. The cook’s needles clicked and a log collapsed with a shower of sparks. One spat over the wire fire-guard and smoldered on a rug until Sharpe leaned forward and pinched it out. The Tompion clock in the hall struck nine. “My father,” Kate went on, “believed that the women in his family were prone to wander from the straight and narrow path which is why he always wanted a son to take over the lodge. It didn’t happen, so he tied our hands in the will.”


      “You had to marry a Protestant Englishman?”


      “A confirmed Anglican, anyway,” Kate said, “who was willing to change his name to Savage.”


      “So it’s Colonel Savage now, is it?”


      “He will be,” Kate said. “He said he would sign a paper before a notary in Oporto and then we’ll send it to the trustees in London. I don’t know how we send letters home now, but James will find a way. He’s very resourceful.”


      “He is,” Sharpe said dryly. “But does he want to stay in Portugal and make port?”


      “Oh yes!” Kate said.


      “And you?”


      “Of course! I love Portugal and I know James wants to stay. He declared as much not long after he arrived at our house in Oporto.” She said that Christopher had come to the House Beautiful in the New Year and he had lodged there for a while, though he spent most of his time riding in the north. She did not know what he did there. “It wasn’t my business,” she told Sharpe.


      “And what’s he doing in the south now? That’s not your business either?”


      “Not unless he tells me,” she said defensively, then frowned at him. “You don’t like him, do you?”


      Sharpe was embarrassed, not knowing what to say. “He’s got good teeth,” he said.


      That grudging statement made Kate look pained. “Did I hear the clock strike?” she asked.


      Sharpe took the hint. “Time to check the sentries,” he said and he went to the door, glancing back at Kate and noticing, not for the first time, how delicate her looks were and how her pale skin seemed to glow in the firelight, and then he tried to forget her as he started on his tour of the picquets.


      Sharpe was working the riflemen hard, patrolling the Quinta’s lands, drilling on its driveway, working them long hours so that the little energy they had left was spent in grumbling, but Sharpe knew how precarious their situation was. Christopher had airily ordered him to stay and guard Kate, but the Quinta could never have been defended against even a small French force. It was high on a wooded spur, but the hill rose behind it even higher and there were thick woods on the higher ground which could have soaked up a corps of infantry who would then have been able to attack the manor house from the higher ground with the added advantage of the trees to give them cover. But higher still the trees ended and the hill rose to a rocky summit where an old watchtower crumbled in the winds and from there Sharpe spent hours watching the countryside.


      He saw French troops every day. There was a valley north of Vila Real de Zedes that carried a road leading east toward Amarante and enemy artillery, infantry and supply wagons traveled the road each day and, to keep them safe, large squadrons of dragoons patrolled the valley. Some days there were outbreaks of firing, distant, faint, half heard, and Sharpe guessed that the country people were ambushing the invaders and he would stare through his telescope, trying to see where the actions took place, but he never saw the ambushes and none of the partisans came near Sharpe and nor did the French, though he was certain they must have known that a stranded squad of British riflemen were at Vila Real de Zedes. Once he even saw some dragoons trot to within a mile of the Quinta and two of their officers stared at the elegant house through telescopes, yet they made no move against it. Had Christopher arranged that?


      Nine days after Christopher had left, the headman of the village brought Vicente a newspaper from Oporto. It was an ill-printed sheet and Vicente was puzzled by it. “I’ve never heard of the Diario do Porto,” he told Sharpe, “and it is nonsense.”


      “Nonsense?”


      “It says Soult should declare himself king of Northern Lusitania! It says there are many Portuguese people who support the idea. Who? Why would they? We have a king already.”


      “The French must be paying the newspaper,” Sharpe guessed, though what else the French were doing was a mystery for they left him alone.


      The doctor who came to see Hagman thought Marshal Soult was gathering his forces in readiness to strike south and did not want to fritter men away in bitter little skirmishes across the northern mountains. “Once he possesses all Portugal,” the doctor said, “then he will scour you away.” He wrinkled his nose as he lifted the stinking compress from Hagman’s chest, then he shook his head in amazement for the wound was clean. Hagman’s breathing was easier, he could sit up in bed now and was eating better.


      Vicente left the next day. The doctor had brought news of General Silveira’s army in Amarante and how it was valiantly defending the bridge across the Tamega, and Vicente decided his duty lay in helping that defense, but after three days he returned because there were too many dragoons patrolling the countryside between Vila Real de Zedes and Amarante. The failure made him dejected. “I am wasting my time,” he told Sharpe.


      “How good are your men?” Sharpe asked.


      The question puzzled Vicente. “Good? As good as any, I suppose.”


      “Are they?” Sharpe asked, and that afternoon he paraded every man, rifleman and Portuguese alike, and made them all fire three rounds in a minute from the Portuguese muskets. He did it in front of the house and timed the shots with the big grandfather clock.


      Sharpe had no difficulty in firing the three shots. He had been doing this for half his life, and the Portuguese musket was British made and familiar to Sharpe. He bit open the cartridge, tasted the salt in the powder, charged the barrel, rammed down wadding and ball, primed the pan, cocked, pulled the trigger and felt the kick of the gun into his shoulder and then he dropped the butt and bit into the next cartridge and most of his riflemen were grinning because they knew he was good.


      Sergeant Macedo was the only man other than Sharpe who fired his three shots within forty-five seconds. Fifteen of the riflemen and twelve of the Portuguese managed a shot every twenty seconds, but the rest were slow and so Sharpe and Vicente set about training them. Williamson, one of the riflemen who had failed, grumbled that it was stupid to make him learn how to fire a smoothbore musket when he was a rifleman. He made the complaint just loud enough for Sharpe to hear and in the expectation that Sharpe would choose to ignore it, then looked aggrieved when Sharpe dragged him back out of the formation. “You’ve got a complaint?” Sharpe challenged him.


      “No, sir.” Williamson, his big face surly, looked past Sharpe.


      “Look at me,” Sharpe said. Williamson sullenly obeyed. “The reason you are learning to fire a musket like a proper soldier,” Sharpe told him, “is because I don’t want the Portuguese to think we’re picking on them.” Williamson still looked sullen. “And besides,” Sharpe went on, “we’re stranded miles behind enemy lines, so what happens if your rifle breaks? And there’s another reason besides.”


      “What’s that, sir?” Williamson asked.


      “If you don’t bloody do it,” Sharpe said, “I’ll have you on another charge, then another charge and another after that until you’re so damn fed up with punishment duty that you’ll have to shoot me to be rid of it.”


      Williamson stared at Sharpe with an expression which suggested he would like nothing more than to shoot him, but Sharpe just stared into his eyes and Williamson looked away. “We’ll run out of ammunition,” he said churlishly, and in that he was probably right, but Kate Savage unlocked her father’s gun room and found a barrel of powder and a bullet mold so Sharpe was able to have his men make up new cartridges, using pages from the sermon books in the Quinta’s library to wrap the powder and shot. The balls were too small, but they were fine for practice, and for three days his men blasted their muskets and rifles across the driveway. The French must have heard the musketry echoing dully from the hills and they must have seen the powder smoke above Vila Real de Zedes, but they did not come. Nor did Colonel Christopher.


      “But the French are going to come,” Sharpe told Harper one afternoon as they climbed the hill behind the Quinta.


      “Like as not,” the big man said. “I mean it’s not as if they don’t know we’re here.”


      “And they’ll slice us into pieces when they do arrive,” Sharpe said.


      Harper shrugged at that pessimistic opinion, then frowned. “How far are we going?”


      “The top,” Sharpe said. He had led Harper through the trees and now they were on the rocky slope that led to the old watchtower on the hill’s summit. “Have you never been up here?” Sharpe asked.


      “I grew up in Donegal,” Harper said, “and there was one thing we learned there, which was never go to the top of the hills.”


      “Why ever not?”


      “Because anything valuable will have long rolled down, sir, and all you’ll be doing is getting yourself out of breath by climbing up to find it gone. Jesus Christ, but you can see halfway to heaven from up here.”


      The track followed a rocky spine that led to the summit and on either side the slope steepened until only a goat could have found footing on the treacherous scree, yet the path itself was safe enough, winding up toward the watchtower’s ancient stump. “We’re going to make a fort up here,” Sharpe said enthusiastically.


      “God save us,” Harper said.


      “We’re getting lazy, Pat, soft. Idle. It ain’t good.”


      “But why make a fort?” Harper asked. “It’s a fortress already! The devil himself couldn’t take this hill, not if it was defended.”


      “There are two ways up here,” Sharpe said, ignoring the question, “this path and another on the south side. I want walls across each path. Stone walls, Pat, high enough so a man can stand behind them and fire over their tops. There’s plenty of stone up here.” Sharpe led Harper through the tower’s broken archway and showed him how the old building had been raised about a natural pit in the hill’s summit and how the crumbling tower had filled the pit with stones.


      Harper peered down into the pit. “You want us to move all that masonry and build new walls?” He sounded appalled.


      “I was talking to Kate Savage about this place,” Sharpe said. “This old tower was built hundreds of years ago, Pat, when the Moors were here. They were killing Christians then, and the King built the watchtower so they could see when a Moorish raiding party was coming.”


      “It’s a sensible thing to do,” Harper said.


      “And Kate was saying how the folk in the valleys would send their valuables up here. Coins, jewels, gold. All of it up here, Pat, so that the heathen bastards wouldn’t snatch it. And then there was an earthquake and the tower fell in and the locals reckon there’s treasure under those stones.”


      Harper looked skeptical. “And why wouldn’t they dig it up, sir? The folk in the village don’t strike me as halfwits. I mean, Jesus, Mary and Joseph, if I knew there was a pit of bloody gold up on a hill I wouldn’t be wasting my time with a plough or a harrow.”


      “That’s just it,” Sharpe said. He was making up the story as he went along and thought desperately for an answer to Harper’s entirely reasonable objection. “There was a child, you see, buried with the gold and the legend says the child will haunt the house of whoever digs up its bones. But only a local house,” he added hastily.


      Harper sniffed at that embellishment, then looked back down the path. “So you want a fort here?”


      “And we need to bring barrels of water here,” Sharpe said. That was the summit’s weakness, no water. If the French came and he had to retreat to the hilltop then he did not want to surrender just because of thirst. “Miss Savage”—he still did not think of her as Mrs. Christopher—“will find us barrels.”


      “Up here? In the sun? Water will go rancid,” Harper warned him.


      “A splash of brandy in each one,” Sharpe said, remembering his voyages to and from India and how the water had always tasted faintly of rum. “I’ll find the brandy.”


      “And you really expect me to believe there’s gold under those stones, sir?”


      “No,” Sharpe admitted, “but I want the men to half believe it. It’s going to be hard work building walls up here, Pat, and dreams of treasure never hurt.”


      So they built the fort and never found gold, but in the spring sunlight they made the hilltop into a redoubt where a handful of infantry could grow old under siege. The ancient builders had chosen well, not just selecting the highest peak for miles around to build their watchtower, but also a place that was easily defended. Attackers could only come from the north or the south, and in both cases they would have to pick their way along narrow paths. Sharpe, exploring the southern path one day, found a rusted arrowhead under a boulder and he took it back to the summit and showed it to Kate. She held it beneath the brim of her wide straw hat and turned it this way and that. “It probably isn’t very old,” she said.


      “I was thinking it might have wounded a Moor.”


      “They were still hunting with bows and arrows in my grandfather’s time,” she said.


      “Your family was here then?”


      “Savages started in Portugal in 1711,” she said proudly. She had been gazing southwest, in the direction of Oporto, and Sharpe knew she was watching the road in hope of seeing a horseman come, but the passing days brought no sign of her husband, nor even a letter. The French did not come either, though Sharpe knew they must have seen his men toiling on the summit as they piled rocks to make ramparts across the two paths and struggled up those tracks with barrels of water that were put into the great cleared pit on the peak. The men grumbled about being made to work like mules, but Sharpe knew they were happier tired than idle. Some, encouraged by Williamson, complained that they wasted their time, that they should have abandoned this godforsaken hill with its broken tower and found a way south to the army, and Sharpe reckoned they were probably right, but he had his orders and so he stayed.


      “What it is,” Williamson told his cronies, “is the bloody frow. We’re humping stone and he’s tickling the Colonel’s wife.” And if Sharpe had heard that opinion he might even have agreed with it too, even though he was not tickling Kate, but he was enjoying her company and had persuaded himself that, orders or no orders, he ought to protect her against the French.


      But the French did not come and nor did Colonel Christopher. Manuel Lopes came instead.


      He arrived on a black horse, galloping up the driveway and then curbing the stallion so fast that it reared and twisted and Lopes, instead of being thrown off as ninety-nine out of a hundred other riders would have been, stayed calm and in control. He soothed the horse and grinned at Sharpe. “You are the Englishman,” he said in English, “and I hate the English, but not so much as I hate the Spanish, and I hate the Spanish less than I hate the French.” He slid down from the saddle and held out a hand. “I am Manuel Lopes.”


      “Sharpe,” Sharpe said.


      Lopes looked at the Quinta with the eye of a man sizing it up for plunder. He was an inch less than Sharpe’s six feet, but seemed taller. He was a big man, not fat, just big, with a strong face and quick eyes and a swift smile. “If I was a Spaniard,” he said, “and I nightly thank the good Lord that I am not, then I would call myself something dramatic. The Slaughterman, perhaps, or the Pig Sticker or the Prince of Death”—he was talking of the partisan leaders who made French life so miserable—“but I am a humble citizen of Portugal so my nickname is the Schoolteacher.”


      “The Schoolteacher,” Sharpe repeated.


      “Because that is what I was,” Lopes responded energetically. “I owned a school in Bragança where I taught ungrateful little bastards English, Latin, Greek, algebra, rhetoric and horsemanship. I also taught them to love God, honor the King and fart in the face of all Spaniards. Now, instead of wasting my breath on halfwits, I kill Frenchmen.” He offered Sharpe an extravagant bow. “I am famous for it.”


      “I’ve not heard of you,” Sharpe said.


      Lopes just smiled at the challenge. “The French have heard of me, senhor,” he said, “and I have heard about you. Who is this Englishman who lives safe north of the Douro? Why do the French leave him in peace? Who is the Portuguese officer who lives in his shadow? Why are they here? Why are they making a toy fort on the watchtower hill? Why are they not fighting?”


      “Good questions,” Sharpe said dryly, “all of them.”


      Lopes looked at the Quinta again. “Everywhere else in Portugal, senhor, where the French have left their dung, they have destroyed places like this. They have stolen the paintings, broken the furniture and drunk the cellars dry. Yet the war does not come to this house?” He turned to stare down the driveway where some twenty or thirty men had appeared. “My pupils,” he explained, “they need rest.”


      The “pupils” were his men, a ragged band with which Lopes had been ambushing the French columns that carried ammunition to the gunners who fought against the Portuguese troops still holding the bridge at Amarante. The Schoolteacher had lost a good few men in the fights and admitted that his early successes had made him too confident until, just two days before, French dragoons had caught his men in open ground. “I hate those green bastards,” Lopes growled, “hate them and their big swords.” Nearly half his men had been killed and the rest had been lucky to escape. “So I brought them here,” Lopes said, “to recover, and because the Quinta do Zedes seems like a safe haven.”


      Kate bridled when she heard Lopes wanted his men to stay at the house. “Tell him to take them to the village,” she said to Sharpe, and Sharpe carried her suggestion to the Schoolteacher.


      Lopes laughed when he heard the message. “Her father was a pompous bastard too,” he said.


      “You knew him?”


      “I knew of him. He made port but wouldn’t drink it because of his stupid beliefs, and he wouldn’t take off his hat when the sacrament was carried past. What kind of a man is that? Even a Spaniard takes off his hat for the blessed sacraments.” Lopes shrugged. “My men will be happy in the village.” He drew on a filthy-smelling cigar. “We’ll only stay long enough to heal the worst wounds. Then we go back to the fight.”


      “Us too,” Sharpe said.


      “You?” The Schoolteacher was amused. “Yet you don’t fight now?”


      “Colonel Christopher ordered us to stay here.”


      “Colonel Christopher?”


      “This is his wife’s house,” Sharpe said.


      “I did not know he was married,” Lopes responded.


      “You know him?”


      “He came to see me in Bragança. I still owned the school then and I had a reputation as a man of influence. So the Colonel comes calling. He wanted to know if sentiment in Bragança was in favor of fighting the French and I told him that sentiment in Bragança was in favor of drowning the French in their own piss, but if that was not possible then we would fight them instead. So we do.” Lopes paused. “I also heard that the Colonel had money for anyone willing to fight against them, but we never saw any.” He turned and looked at the house. “And his wife owns the Quinta? And the French don’t touch the place?”


      “Colonel Christopher,” Sharpe said, “talks to the French, and right now he’s south of the Douro where he’s taken a Frenchman to speak with the British General.”


      Lopes stared at Sharpe for a few heartbeats. “Why would a French officer be talking to the British?” he asked and waited for Sharpe to answer, then did so himself when the rifleman was silent. “For one reason only,” Lopes suggested, “to make peace. Britain is going to run away, leave us to suffer.”


      “I don’t know,” Sharpe said.


      “We’ll beat them with you or without you,” Lopes said angrily and stalked down the drive, shouting at his men to bring his horse, pick up their baggage and follow him to the village.


      The meeting with Lopes only made Sharpe feel more guilty. Other men were fighting while he did nothing and that night, after supper, he asked to speak with Kate. It was late and Kate had sent the servants back to the kitchen and Sharpe waited for her to call one back to act as her chaperone, but instead she led him into the long parlor. It was dark, for no candles were lit, so Kate went to one of the windows and pulled back its curtains to reveal a pale, moonlit night. The wisteria seemed to glow in the silver light. The boots of a sentry crunched on the driveway. “I know what you’re going to say,” Kate said, “that it’s time for you to go.”


      “Yes,” Sharpe said, “and I think you should come with us.”


      “I must wait for James,” Kate said. She went to a sideboard and, by the light of the moon, poured a glass of port. “For you,” she said.


      “How long did the Colonel say he would be?” Sharpe asked.


      “A week, maybe ten days.”


      “It’s been more than two weeks,” Sharpe said, “very nearly three.”


      “He ordered you to wait here,” Kate said.


      “Not through eternity,” Sharpe replied. He went to the sideboard and took the port which was Savages’ finest.


      “You can’t leave me here,” Kate said.


      “I don’t intend to,” Sharpe said. The moon made a shadow of her cheek and glinted from her eyes and he felt a pang of jealousy for Colonel Christopher. “I think you should come.”


      “No,” Kate said with a note of petulance, then turned a pleading face to Sharpe. “You can’t leave me here alone!”


      “I’m a soldier,” Sharpe said, “and I’ve waited long enough. There’s supposed to be a war in this country, and I’m just sitting here like a lump.”


      Kate had tears in her eyes. “What’s happened to him?”


      “Maybe he got new orders in Lisbon,” Sharpe suggested.


      “Then why doesn’t he write?”


      “Because we’re in enemy country now, ma’am,” Sharpe said brutally, “and maybe he can’t get a message to us.” That was very unlikely, Sharpe thought, because Christopher seemed to have plenty of friends among the French. Perhaps the Colonel had been arrested in Lisbon. Or killed by partisans. “He’s probably waiting for you to come south,” he said instead of voicing those thoughts.


      “He would send a message,” Kate protested. “I’m sure he’s on his way.”


      “Are you?” Sharpe asked.


      She sat on a gilt chair, staring out of the window. “He must come back,” she said softly and Sharpe could tell from her tone that she had virtually given up hope.


      “If you think he’s coming back,” he said, “then you must wait for him. But I’m taking my men south.” He would leave the next night, he decided. March in the dark, go south, find the river and search its bank for a boat, any boat. Even a tree trunk would do, anything that could float them across the Douro.


      “Do you know why I married him?” Kate suddenly asked.


      Sharpe was so astounded by the question that he did not answer. He just gazed at her.


      “I married him,” Kate said, “because life in Oporto is so dull. My mother and I live in the big house on the hill and the lawyers tell us what happens in the vineyards and the lodge, and the other ladies come to tea, and we go to the English church on Sundays and that is all that ever happens.”


      Sharpe still said nothing. He was embarrassed.


      “You think he married me for the money, don’t you?” Kate demanded.


      “Don’t you?” Sharpe responded.


      She stared at him in silence and he half expected her to be angry, but instead she shook her head and sighed. “I dare not believe that,” she said, “though I do believe marriage is a gamble and we don’t know how it will turn out, but we still just hope. We marry in hope, Mister Sharpe, and sometimes we’re lucky. Don’t you think that’s true?”


      “I’ve never married,” Sharpe evaded the answer.


      “Have you wanted to?” Kate asked.


      “Yes,” Sharpe said, thinking of Grace.


      “What happened?”


      “She was a widow,” Sharpe said, “and the lawyers were making hay with her husband’s will, and we thought that if she married me it would only complicate things. Her lawyers said so. I hate lawyers.” He stopped talking, hurt as he always was by the memory. He drank the port to cover his feelings, then walked to the window and stared down the moonlit drive to where the smoke of the village fires smeared the stars above the northern hills. “In the end she died,” he finished abruptly.


      “I’m sorry,” Kate said in a small voice.


      “And I hope it turns out well for you,” Sharpe said.


      “Do you?”


      “Of course,” he said, then he turned to her and he was so close that she had to tilt her head back to see him. “What I really hope,” he said, “is this,” and he bent and kissed her very tenderly on the lips, and for a half-second she stiffened and then she let him kiss her and when he straightened she lowered her head and he knew she was crying. “I hope you’re lucky,” he said to her.


      Kate did not look up. “I must lock the house,” she said, and Sharpe knew he was dismissed.


      He gave his men the next day to get ready. There were boots to be repaired and packs and haversacks to be filled with food for the march. Sharpe made sure every rifle was clean, that the flints were new and that the cartridge boxes were filled. Harper shot two of the captured dragoon horses and butchered them down into cuts of meat that could be carried, then he put Hagman on another of the horses to make certain he would be able to ride it without too much pain and Sharpe told Kate she must ride another and she protested, saying she could not travel without a chaperone and Sharpe told her she could make up her own mind. “Stay or leave, ma’am, but we’re going tonight.”


      “You can’t leave me!” Kate said, angry, as if Sharpe had not kissed her and she had not allowed the kiss.


      “I’m a soldier, ma’am,” Sharpe said, “and I’m going.”


      And then he did not go because that evening, at dusk, Colonel Christopher returned.


      The Colonel was mounted on his black horse and dressed all in black. Dodd and Pendleton were the picquets on the Quinta’s driveway and when they saluted him Christopher just touched the ivory heel of his riding crop to one of the tasseled peaks of his bicorne hat. Luis, the servant, followed and the dust from their horses’ hooves drifted across the rills of fallen wisteria blossoms that lined either side of the driveway. “It looks like lavender, don’t it?” Christopher remarked to Sharpe. “They should try growing lavender here,” he went on as he slid from the horse. “It would do well, don’t you think?” He did not wait for an answer, but instead ran up the Quinta’s steps and held his hands wide for Kate. “My sweetest one!”


      Sharpe, left on the terrace, found himself staring at Luis. The servant raised an eyebrow as if in exasperation, then led the horses round to the back of the house. Sharpe stared across the darkening fields. Now that the sun was gone there was a bite in the air, a tendril of winter lingering into spring. “Sharpe!” the Colonel’s voice called from inside the house. “Sharpe!”


      “Sir?” Sharpe pushed through the half-open door.


      Christopher stood in front of the hall fire, the tails of his coat lifted to the heat. “Kate tells me you behaved yourself. Thank you for that.” He saw the thunder on Sharpe’s face. “It is a jest, man, a jest. Have you no sense of humor? Kate, dearest, a glass of decent port would be more than welcome. I’m parched, fair parched. So, Sharpe, no French activity?”


      “They came close,” Sharpe said curtly, “but not close enough.”


      “Not close enough? You’re fortunate in that, I should think. Kate tells me you are leaving.”


      “Tonight, sir.”


      “No, you’re not.” Christopher took the glass of port from Kate and downed it in one. “That is delicious,” he said, staring at the empty glass, “one of ours?”


      “Our best,” Kate said.


      “Not too sweet. That’s the trick of a fine port, wouldn’t you agree, Sharpe? And I must say I’ve been surprised by the white port. More than drinkable! I always thought the stuff was execrable, a woman’s tipple at best, but Savages’ white is really very good. We must make more of it in the piping days of peace, don’t you think, dearest?”


      “If you say so,” Kate said, smiling at her husband.


      “That was rather good, Sharpe, don’t you think? Pipes of port? Piping days of peace? A piping pun, I’d say.” Christopher waited for Sharpe’s comment and, when none came, he scowled. “You’ll stay here, Lieutenant.”


      “Why’s that, sir?” Sharpe asked.


      The question surprised Christopher. He had been expecting a more surly response and was not ready for a mildly voiced query. He frowned, thinking how to phrase his answer. “I am expecting developments, Sharpe,” he said after a few heartbeats.


      “Developments, sir?”


      “It is by no means certain,” Christopher went on, “that the war will be prolonged. We could, indeed, be on the very cusp of peace.”


      “That’s good, sir,” Sharpe said in an even voice, “and that’s why we’re to stay here?”


      “You’re to stay here, Sharpe.” There was asperity in Christopher’s voice now as he realized Sharpe’s neutral tone had been impudence. “And that applies to you too, Lieutenant.” He spoke to Vicente who had come into the room with a small bow to Kate. “Things are poised,” the Colonel went on, “precariously. If the French find British troops wandering around north of the Douro they’ll think we are breaking our word.”


      “My troops are not British,” Vicente observed quietly.


      “The principle is the same!” Christopher snapped. “We do not rock the boat. We do not jeopardize weeks of negotiation. If the thing can be resolved without more bloodshed then we must do all that we can to ensure that it is so resolved, and your contribution to that process is to stay here. And who the devil are those rogues down in the village?”


      “Rogues?” Sharpe asked.


      “A score of men, armed to the teeth, staring at me as I rode through. So who the devil are they?”


      “Partisans,” Sharpe said, “otherwise known as our allies.”


      Christopher did not like that jibe. “Idiots, more like,” he snarled, “ready to upset the apple cart.”


      “And they’re led by a man you know,” Sharpe went on, “Manuel Lopes.”


      “Lopes? Lopes?” Christopher frowned, trying to remember. “Oh yes! The fellow who ran a flogging school for the few sons of the gentry in Bragança. Blustery sort of fellow, eh? Well, I’ll have a word with him in the morning. Tell him not to upset matters, and the same goes for you two. And that”—he looked from Sharpe to Vicente—“is an order.”


      Sharpe did not argue. “Did you bring an answer from Captain Hogan?” he asked instead.


      “I didn’t see Hogan. Left your letter at Cradock’s headquarters.”


      “And General Wellesley’s not here?” Sharpe asked.


      “He is not,” Christopher said, “but General Cradock is, and he commands, and he concurs with my decision that you stay here.” The Colonel saw the frown on Sharpe’s face and opened a pouch at his belt from which he took a piece of paper that he handed to Sharpe. “There, Lieutenant,” he said silkily, “in case you’re worried.”


      Sharpe unfolded the paper, which proved to be an order signed by General Cradock and addressed to Lieutenant Sharpe that placed him under Colonel Christopher’s command. Christopher had gulled the order from Cradock who had believed the Colonel’s assurance that he needed protection, though in truth it simply amused Christopher to have Sharpe put under his command. The order ended with the words “pro tem,” which puzzled Sharpe. “Pro tem, sir?” he asked.


      “You never learned Latin, Sharpe?”


      “No, sir.”


      “Good God, where did you go to school? It means for the time being. Until, indeed, I am through with you, but you do agree, Lieutenant, that you are now strictly under my orders?”


      “Of course, sir.”


      “Keep the paper, Sharpe,” Christopher said irritably when Sharpe tried to hand back General Cradock’s order, “it’s addressed to you, for God’s sake, and looking at it once in a while might remind you of your duty. Which is to obey my orders and stay here. If there is a truce then it won’t hurt our bargaining position to say we have troops established well north of the Douro, so you dig your heels in here and you stay very quiet. Now, if you’ll pardon me, gentlemen, I’d like some time with my wife.”


      Vicente bowed again and left, but Sharpe did not move. “You’ll be staying here with us, sir?”


      “No.” Christopher seemed uncomfortable with the question, but forced a smile. “You and I, my darling”—he turned to Kate—“will be going back to House Beautiful.”


      “You’re going to Oporto!” Sharpe was astonished.


      “I told you, Sharpe, things are changing. ‘There are more things in heaven and earth, Horatio, than are dreamt of in your philosophy.’ So good night to you, Lieutenant.”


      Sharpe went out onto the driveway where Vicente was standing by the low wall that overlooked the valley. The Portuguese lieutenant was gazing at the half-dark sky which was punctured by the first stars. He offered Sharpe a rough cigar and then his own to light it from. “I talked to Luis,” Vicente said.


      “And?” Sharpe rarely indulged and almost choked on the harsh smoke.


      “Christopher has been back north of the Douro for five days. He’s been in Porto talking to the French.”


      “But he did go south?”


      Vicente nodded. “They went to Coimbra, met General Cradock, then came back. Captain Argenton returned to Porto with him.”


      “So what the hell is going on?”


      Vicente blew smoke at the moon. “Maybe they do make peace. Luis does not know what they talked about.”


      So maybe it was peace. There had been just such a treaty after the battles at Rolica and Vimeiro and the defeated French had been taken home on British ships. So was a new treaty being made? Sharpe was at least reassured that Christopher had seen Cradock, and now Sharpe had definitive orders that took away much of the uncertainty.


      The Colonel left shortly after dawn. At sunrise there had been a stuttering crackle of musketry somewhere to the north and Christopher had joined Sharpe on the driveway and stared into the valley’s mist. Sharpe could see nothing with his telescope, but Christopher was impressed by the glass. “Who is AW?” he asked Sharpe, reading the inscription.


      “Just someone I knew, sir.”


      “Not Arthur Wellesley?” Christopher sounded amused.


      “Just someone I knew,” Sharpe repeated stubbornly.


      “Fellow must have liked you,” Christopher said, “because it’s a damned generous gift. Mind if I take it to the rooftop? I might see more from there and my own telescope’s an evil little thing.”


      Sharpe did not like relinquishing the glass, but Christopher gave him no chance to refuse, and just walked away. He evidently saw nothing to worry him for he ordered the gig harnessed and told Luis to collect the remaining cavalry horses that Sharpe had captured at Barca d’Avintas. “You can’t be bothered with horses, Sharpe,” he said, “so I’ll take them off your hands. Tell me, what do your fellows do during the day?”


      “There isn’t much to do,” Sharpe said. “We’re training Vicente’s men.”


      “Need it, do they?”


      “They could be quicker with their muskets, sir.”


      Christopher had brought a cup of coffee out of the house and now blew on it to cool the liquid. “If there’s peace,” he said, “then they can go back to being cobblers or whatever it is they do when they ain’t shambling about the place in ill-fitting uniforms.” He sipped his coffee. “Speaking of which, Sharpe, it’s time you got yourself a new one.”


      “I’ll talk to my tailor,” Sharpe said and then, before Christopher could react to his insolence, asked a serious question. “You think there will be peace, sir?”


      “Quite a few of the Frogs think Bonaparte’s bitten off more than he can chew,” Christopher said airily, “and Spain, certainly, is probably indigestible.”


      “Portugal isn’t?”


      “Portugal’s a mess,” Christopher said dismissively, “but France can’t hold Portugal if she can’t hold Spain.” He turned to watch Luis leading the gig from the stable. “I think there’s the real prospect of radical change in the air,” he said. “And you, Sharpe, won’t jeopardize it. Lie low here for a week or so and I’ll send word when you can take your fellows south. With a little luck you’ll be home by June.”


      “You mean back with the army?”


      “I mean home in England, of course,” Christopher said, “proper ale, Sharpe, thatched roofs, cricket on the Artillery Ground, church bells, fat sheep, plump parsons, pliant women, good beef, England. Something to look forward to, eh, Sharpe?”


      “Yes, sir,” Sharpe said and wondered why he mistrusted Christopher most when the Colonel was trying to be pleasant.


      “There’s no point in you trying to leave anyway,” Christopher said, “the French have burned every boat on the Douro, so keep your lads out of trouble and I’ll see you in a week or two”—Christopher threw away the rest of his coffee and held his hand out to Sharpe—“and if not me, I shall send a message. I left your telescope on the hall table, by the way. You’ve got a key to the house, haven’t you? Keep your fellows out of it, there’s a good chap. Good day to you, Sharpe.”


      “And to you, sir,” Sharpe said, and after he had shaken the Colonel’s hand he wiped his own on his French breeches. Luis locked the house, Kate smiled shyly at Sharpe and the Colonel took the gig’s reins. Luis collected the dragoons’ horses then followed the gig down the drive toward Vila Real de Zedes.


      Harper strolled over to Sharpe. “We’re to stay here while they make peace?” The Irishman had evidently been eavesdropping.


      “That’s what the man said.”


      “And is that what you think?”


      Sharpe stared into the east, toward Spain. The sky there was white, not with cloud, but heat, and there was a thumping in that eastern distance, an irregular heartbeat, so far off as to be barely heard. It was cannon fire, proof that the French and the Portuguese were still fighting over the bridge at Amarante. “It doesn’t smell like peace to me, Pat.”


      “The folk here hate the French, sir. So do the Dons.”


      “Which doesn’t mean the politicians won’t make peace,” Sharpe said.


      “Those slimy bastards will do anything that makes them rich,” Harper agreed.


      “But Captain Hogan never smelt peace in the wind.”


      “And there ain’t much passes him by, sir.”


      “But we’ve got orders,” Sharpe said, “directly from General Cradock.”


      Harper grimaced. “You’re a great man for obeying orders, sir, so you are.”


      “And the General wants us to stay here. God knows why. There’s something funny in the wind, Pat. Maybe it is peace. God knows what you and I will do then.” He shrugged, then went to the house to fetch his telescope and it was not there. The hall table held nothing except a silver letter holder.


      Christopher had stolen the glass. The bastard, Sharpe thought, the utter goddamn bloody misbegotten bastard. Because the telescope was gone.
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      “I NEVER liked the name,” Colonel Christopher said. “It isn’t even a beautiful house!”


      “My father chose it,” Kate said, “it’s from The Pilgrim’s Progress.”


      “A tedious read, my God, how tedious!” They were back in Oporto where Colonel Christopher had opened the neglected cellars of the House Beautiful to discover dusty bottles of aging port and more of vinho verde, a white wine that was almost golden in color. He drank some now as he strolled about the garden. The flowers were coming into bloom, the lawn was newly scythed and the only thing that spoiled the day was the smell of burned houses. It was almost a month since the fall of the city and smoke still drifted from some of the ruins in the lower town where the stench was much worse because of the bodies among the ashes. There were tales of drowned bodies turning up on every tide.


      Colonel Christopher sat under a cypress tree and watched Kate. She was beautiful, he thought, so very beautiful, and that morning he had summoned a French tailor, Marshal Soult’s personal tailor, and to Kate’s embarrassment he had made the man measure her for a French hussar uniform. “Why would I want to wear such a thing?” Kate had asked, and Christopher had not told her that he had seen a Frenchwoman dressed in just such a uniform, the breeches skintight and the short jacket cut high to reveal a perfect bum, and Kate’s legs were longer and better shaped, and Christopher, who was feeling rich because of the funds released to him by General Cradock, funds Christopher claimed were necessary to encourage Argenton’s mutineers, had paid the tailor an outrageous fee to have the uniform stitched quickly.


      “Why wear that uniform?” he responded to her question. “Because you will find it easier to ride a horse wearing breeches, because the uniform becomes you, because it reassures our French friends that you are not an enemy, and best of all, my dear one, because it would please me.” And that last reason, of course, had been the one that convinced her. “You really like the name House Beautiful?” he asked her.


      “I’m used to it.”


      “Not attached to it? It’s not a matter of faith with you?”


      “Faith?” Kate, in a white linen dress, frowned. “I consider myself a Christian.”


      “A Protestant Christian,” her husband amended her, “as am I. But does not the name of the house somewhat flaunt itself in a Romish society?”


      “I doubt,” Kate said with an unexpected tartness, “that anyone here has read Bunyan.”


      “Some will have,” Christopher said, “and they will know they are being insulted.” He smiled at her. “I am a diplomat, remember. It is my job to make the crooked straight and the rough places plain.”


      “Is that what you’re doing here?” Kate asked, gesturing to indicate the city beneath them where the French ruled over plundered houses and embittered people.


      “Oh, Kate,” Christopher said sadly. “This is progress!”


      “Progress?”


      Christopher got to his feet and paced up and down the lawn, becoming animated as he explained to her that the world was changing fast about them. “ ‘There are more things in heaven and earth,’ ” he told her, “ ‘than are dreamt of in your philosophy,’ ” and Kate, who had been told this more than once in her short marriage, suppressed her irritation and listened as her husband described how the ancient superstitions were being discredited. “Kings have been dethroned, Kate, whole countries now manage without them. That would once have been considered unthinkable! It would have been a defiance of God’s plan for the world, but we’re seeing a new revelation. It is a new ordering of the world. What do simple folk see here? War! Just war, but war between who? France and Britain? France and Portugal? No! It is between the old way of doing things and the new way. Superstitions are being challenged. I’m not defending Bonaparte. Good God, no! He’s a braggart, an adventurer, but he’s also an instrument. He’s burning out what is bad in the old regimes and leaving a space into which new ideas will come. Reason! That’s what animates the new regimes, Kate, reason!”


      “I thought it was liberty,” Kate suggested.


      “Liberty! Man has no liberty except the liberty to obey rules, but who makes the rules? With luck, Kate, it will be reasonable men making reasonable rules. Clever men. Subtle men. In the end, Kate, it is a coterie of sophisticated men who will make the rules, but they will make them according to the tenets of reason and there are some of us in Britain, a few of us in Britain, who understand that we will have to come to terms with that idea. We also have to help shape it. If we fight it then the world will become new without us and we shall be defeated by reason. So we must work with it.”


      “With Bonaparte?” Kate asked, distaste in her voice.


      “With all the countries of Europe!” Christopher said enthusiastically. “With Portugal and Spain, with Prussia and Austria, with Holland and, yes, with France. We have more in common than divides us, yet we fight! What sense does that make? There can be no progress without peace, Kate, none! You do want peace, my love?”


      “Devoutly,” Kate said.


      “Then trust me,” Christopher said, “trust that I know what I’m doing.”


      And she did trust him because she was young and her husband was so much older and she knew he was privy to opinions that were far more sophisticated than her instincts. Yet the following night that trust was put to the test when four French officers and their mistresses came to the House Beautiful for supper, the group led by Brigadier General Henri Vuillard, a tall elegantly handsome man who was charming to Kate, kissing her hand and complimenting her on the house and the garden. Vuillard’s servant brought a crate of wine as a gift, though it was hardly tactful, for the wine was Savages’ best, appropriated from one of the British ships that had been trapped on Oporto’s quays by contrary winds when the French took the city.


      After supper the three junior officers entertained the ladies in the parlor while Christopher and Vuillard paced the garden, their cigars trailing smoke beneath the black cypress trees. “Soult is worried,” Vuillard confessed.


      “By Cradock?”


      “Cradock’s an old woman,” Vuillard said scathingly. “Isn’t it true he wanted to withdraw last year? But what about Wellesley?”


      “Tougher,” Christopher admitted, “but it’s by no means certain he’ll come here. He has enemies in London.”


      “Political enemies, I presume?” Vuillard asked.


      “Indeed.”


      “The most dangerous enemies of a soldier,” Vuillard said. He was of an age with Christopher, and a favorite of Marshal Soult. “No, Soult’s worried,” he went on, “because we’re frittering troops away to protect our supply lines. You kill two peasants armed with matchlock guns in this damn country and twenty more spring up from the rocks, and the twenty don’t have matchlocks any longer, instead they have good British muskets supplied by your damn country.”


      “Take Lisbon,” Christopher said, “and capture every other port, and the supply of arms will dry up.”


      “We’ll do it,” Vuillard promised, “in time. But we could do with another fifteen thousand men.”


      Christopher stopped at the garden’s edge and stared across the Douro for a few seconds. The city lay beneath him, the smoke from a thousand kitchens smirching the night air. “Is Soult going to declare himself king?”


      “You know what his nickname is now?” Vuillard asked, amused. “King Nicolas! No, he won’t make the declaration, not if he’s got any sense and he’s probably got just enough. The local people won’t stand for it, the army won’t support it and the Emperor will poach his balls for it.”


      Christopher smiled. “But he’s tempted?”


      “Oh, he’s tempted, but Soult usually stops before he goes too far. Usually.” Vuillard sounded cautious for Soult, only the day before, had sent a letter to all the generals in his army, suggesting that they encourage the Portuguese to declare their support for him to become king. It was, Vuillard thought, madness, but Soult was obsessed with the idea of being a royal. “I told him he’ll provoke a mutiny if he does.”


      “That he will,” Christopher said, “and you need to know that Argenton was in Coimbra. He met Cradock.”


      “Argenton’s a fool,” Vuillard snarled.


      “He’s a useful fool,” Christopher observed. “Let him keep talking to the British and they’ll do nothing. Why should they exert themselves if your army is going to destroy itself by mutiny?”


      “But will it?” Vuillard asked. “Just how many officers does Argenton speak for?”


      “Enough,” Christopher said, “and I have their names.”


      Vuillard chuckled. “I could have you arrested, Englishman, and given to a pair of dragoon sergeants who’ll prize those names out of you in two minutes.”


      “You’ll get the names,” Christopher said, “in time. But for the moment, Brigadier, I give you this instead.” He handed Vuillard an envelope.


      “What is it?” It was too dark in the garden to read anything.


      “Cradock’s order of battle,” Christopher said. “Some of his troops are in Coimbra, but most are in Lisbon. In brief he has sixteen thousand British bayonets and seven thousand Portuguese. The details are all there, and you will note they are particularly deficient in artillery.”


      “How deficient?”


      “Three batteries of six-pounders,” Christopher said, “and one of three. There are rumors that more guns, heavier guns, are coming, but such rumors have always proved false in the past.”


      “Three-pounders!” Vuillard laughed. “He might as well chuck rocks at us.” The Brigadier tapped the envelope. “So what do you want from us?”


      Christopher walked a few paces in silence, then shrugged. “It seems to me, General, that Europe is going to be ruled from Paris, not from London. You’re going to put your own king here.”


      “True,” Vuillard said, “and it might even be King Nicolas if he captures Lisbon quickly enough, but the Emperor has a stableful of idle brothers. One of those will probably get Portugal.”


      “But whoever it is,” Christopher said, “I can be useful to him.”


      “By giving us this”—Vuillard flourished the envelope—“and a few names that I can kick out of Argenton whenever I wish?”


      “Like all soldiers,” Christopher said smoothly, “you are unsubtle. Once you conquer Portugal, General, you will have to pacify it. I know who can be trusted here, who will work with you and who are your secret enemies. I know which men say one thing and do another. I bring you all the knowledge of Britain’s Foreign Office. I know who spies for Britain and who their paymasters are. I know the codes they use and the routes their messages take. I know who will work for you and who will work against you. I know who will lie to you, and who will tell you the truth. In short, General, I can save you thousands of deaths unless, of course, you would rather send your troops against peasants in the hills?”


      Vuillard chuckled. “And what if we don’t conquer Portugal? What happens to you if we withdraw?”


      “Then I shall own Savages,” Christopher answered calmly, “and my masters at home will simply calculate that I failed to encourage mutiny in your ranks. But I doubt you’ll lose. What has stopped the Emperor so far?”


      “La Manche,” Vuillard said dryly, meaning the English Channel. He drew on his cigar. “You came to me,” he said, “with news of mutiny, but you never told me what you wanted in exchange. So tell me now, Englishman.”


      “The port trade,” Christopher said, “I want the port trade.”


      The simplicity of the answer made Vuillard check his pacing. “The port trade?”


      “All of it. Croft, Taylor Fladgate, Burmester, Smith Woodhouse, Dow’s, Savages, Gould, Kopke, Sandeman, all the lodges. I don’t want to own them, I already own Savages, or I will soon, I just want to be the sole shipper.”


      Vuillard took a few seconds to understand the scope of the demand. “You’d control half the export trade of Portugal!” he said. “You’d be richer than the Emperor!”


      “Not quite,” Christopher said, “because the Emperor will tax me and I can’t tax him. The man who becomes impressively rich, General, is the man who levies the tax, not he who pays it.”


      “You’ll still be wealthy.”


      “And that, General, is what I want.”


      Vuillard stared down at the black lawn. Someone was playing a harpsichord in the House Beautiful and there was the sound of women’s laughter. Peace, he thought, would eventually come and maybe this polished Englishman could help bring it about. “You’re not telling me the names I want,” he said, “and you’ve given me a list of British forces. But how do I know you’re not deceiving me?”


      “You don’t.”


      “I want more than lists,” Vuillard said harshly. “I need to know, Englishman, that you’re willing to give something tangible to prove that you’re on our side.”


      “You want blood,” Christopher said mildly. He had been expecting the demand.


      “Blood will do, but not Portuguese blood. British blood.”


      Christopher smiled. “There is a village called Vila Real de Zedes,” he said, “where Savages have some vineyards. It has been curiously undisturbed by the conquest.” That was true, but only because Christopher had arranged it with Argenton’s colonel and fellow plotter whose dragoons were responsible for patrolling that stretch of country. “But if you send a small force there,” Christopher went on, “you will find a token unit of British riflemen. There are only a score of them, but they have some Portuguese troops and some rebels with them. Say a hundred men altogether? They’re yours, but in return I ask one thing.”


      “Which is?”


      “Spare the Quinta. It belongs to my wife’s family.”


      A grumble of thunder sounded to the north and the cypresses were outlined by a flash of sheet lightning. “Vila Real de Zedes?” Vuillard asked.


      “A village not far from the Amarante road,” Christopher said, “and I wish I could give you something more, but I offer what I can as an earnest of my sincerity. The troops there will give you no trouble. They’re led by a British lieutenant and he didn’t strike me as particularly resourceful. The man must be thirty if he’s a day and he’s still a lieutenant so he can’t be up to much.”


      Another crackle of thunder made Vuillard look anxiously to the northern sky. “We must get back to quarters before the rain comes,” he said, but then paused. “It doesn’t worry you that you betray your country?”


      “I betray nothing,” Christopher said, and then, for a change, he spoke truthfully. “If France’s conquests, General, are ruled only by Frenchmen then Europe will regard you as nothing but adventurers and exploiters, but if you share your power, if every nation in Europe contributes to the government of every other nation, then we will have moved into the promised world of reason and peace. Isn’t that what your Emperor wants? A European system, those were his words, a European system, a European code of laws, a European judiciary and one nation alone in Europe, Europeans. How can I betray my own continent?”


      Vuillard grimaced. “Our Emperor talks a lot, Englishman. He’s a Corsican and he has wild dreams. Is that what you are? A dreamer?”


      “I am a realist,” Christopher said. He had used his knowledge of the mutiny to ingratiate himself with the French, and now he would secure their trust by offering a handful of British soldiers as a sacrifice.


      So Sharpe and his men must die, so that Europe’s glorious future could arrive.

    

  


  
    
      Chapter 5

    


    
      THE LOSS OF THE TELESCOPE hurt Sharpe. He told himself it was a bauble, a useful frill, but it still hurt. It marked an achievement, not just the rescue of Sir Arthur Wellesley, but the promotion to commissioned rank afterward. Sometimes, when he scarcely dared believe that he was a King’s officer, he would look at the telescope and think how far he had traveled from the orphanage in Brewhouse Lane and at other times, though he was reluctant to admit it to himself, he enjoyed refusing to explain the plaque on the telescope’s barrel. Yet he knew other men knew. They looked at him, understood he had once fought like a demon under the Indian sun and were awed.


      Now bloody Christopher had the glass.


      “You’ll get it back, sir,” Harper tried to console him.


      “I bloody will, too. I hear that Williamson got into a fight in the village last night?”


      “Not much of a fight, sir. I pulled him off.”


      “Who was he milling?”


      “One of Lopes’s men, sir. As evil a bastard as Williamson.”


      “Should I punish him?”


      “God, no, sir. I looked after it.”


      But Sharpe nevertheless declared the village out of bounds, which he knew would not be popular with his men. Harper spoke for them, pointing out that there were some pretty girls in Vila Real de Zedes. “There’s one wee slip of a thing there, sir,” he said, “that would bring tears to your eyes. The lads only want to walk down there of an evening to say hello.”


      “And to leave some babies behind.”


      “That too,” Harper agreed.


      “And the girls can’t walk up here?” Sharpe asked. “I hear some do.”


      “Some do, sir, I’m told, that’s true.”


      “Including one wee slip of a thing that has red hair and can bring tears to your eyes?”


      Harper watched a buzzard quartering the broom-clad slopes of the hill on which the fort was being made. “Some of us like to go to church in the village, sir,” he said, studiously not talking about the red-headed girl whose name was Maria.


      Sharpe smiled. “So how many Catholics have we got?”


      “There’s me, sir, and Donnelly and Carter and McNeill. Oh, and Slattery, of course. The rest of you are all going to hell.”


      “Slattery!” Sharpe said. “Fergus isn’t a Christian.”


      “I never said he was, sir, but he goes to mass.”


      Sharpe could not help laughing. “So I’ll let the Catholics go to mass,” he said.


      Harper grinned. “That means they’ll all be Catholic by Sunday.”


      “This is the army,” Sharpe said, “so anyone wanting to convert has to get my permission. But you can take the other four to mass and you bring them back by midday, and if I find any of the other lads down there I’ll hold you responsible.”


      “Me?”


      “You’re a sergeant, aren’t you?”


      “But when the lads see Lieutenant Vicente’s men going to the village, sir, they won’t see why they’re not allowed.”


      “Vicente’s Portuguese. His men know the local rules. We don’t. And sooner or later there’s going to be a fight over girls that’ll bring tears to your eyes and we don’t need it, Pat.” The problem was not so much the girls, though Sharpe knew they could be a problem if one of his riflemen became drunk, and that was the true problem. There were two taverns in the village and both served cheap wine out of barrels and half his men would become paralyzed with drink given half a chance. And there was a temptation to relax the rules because the situation of the riflemen was so strange. They were out of touch with the army, not sure what was happening and without enough to do, and so Sharpe invented more work for them. The fort was now sprouting extra stone redoubts and Sharpe found tools in the Quinta’s barn and made his men clear the track through the woods and carry bundles of firewood up to the watchtower, and when that was done he led long patrols into the surrounding countryside. The patrols were not intended to seek out the enemy, but to tire the men so that they collapsed at sundown and slept till dawn, and each dawn Sharpe held a formal parade and put men on a charge if he found a button undone or a scrap of rust on a rifle lock. They moaned at him, but there was no trouble with the villagers.


      The barrels in the village taverns were not the only danger. The cellar of the Quinta was full of port barrels and racks of bottled white wine, and Williamson managed to find the key that was supposedly hidden in a kitchen jar, then he and Sims and Gataker got helplessly drunk on Savages’ finest, a carouse that ended well past midnight with the three men hurling stones at the Quinta’s shutters.


      The three had ostensibly been on picquet under the eye of Dodd, a reliable man, and Sharpe dealt with him first. “Why didn’t you report them?”


      “I didn’t know where they were, sir.” Dodd kept his eyes on the wall above Sharpe’s head. He was lying, of course, but only because the men always protected each other. Sharpe had when he was in the ranks and he did not expect anything else of Matthew Dodd, just as Dodd did not expect anything except a punishment.


      Sharpe looked at Harper. “Got work for him, Sergeant?”


      “The cook was complaining that all the kitchen copper needed a proper cleaning, sir.”


      “Make him sweat,” Sharpe said, “and no wine ration for a week.” The men were entitled to a pint of rum a day and in the absence of the raw spirit Sharpe was doling out red from a barrel he had commandeered from the Quinta’s cellar. He punished Sims and Gataker by making them wear full uniform and greatcoats and then march up and down the drive with rucksacks filled with stones. They did it under Harper’s enthusiastic eye and when they vomited with exhaustion and the effects of a hangover the Sergeant kicked them to their feet, made them clear the vomit off the driveway with their own hands, and then keep marching.


      Vicente arranged for a mason from the village to brick up the wine cellar’s entrance, and while that was being done, and while Dodd scrubbed the coppers with sand and vinegar, Sharpe took Williamson up into the woods. He was tempted to flog the man, for he was very close to hating Williamson, but Sharpe had once been flogged himself and he was reluctant to inflict the same punishment. Instead he found an open space between some laurels and used his sword to scratch two lines in the mossy turf. The lines were a yard long and a yard apart. “You don’t like me, do you, Williamson?”


      Williamson said nothing. He just stared at the lines with red eyes. He knew what they were.


      “What are my three rules, Williamson?”


      Williamson looked up sullenly. He was a big man, heavy-faced with long side whiskers, a broken nose and smallpox scars. He came from Leicester where he had been convicted of stealing two candlesticks from St. Nicholas’s Church and offered the chance to enlist rather than hang. “Don’t thieve,” he said in a low voice, “don’t get drunk and fight proper.”


      “Are you a thief?”


      “No, sir.”


      “You bloody are, Williamson. That’s why you’re in the army. And you got drunk without permission. But can you fight?”


      “You know I can, sir.”


      Sharpe unbuckled his sword belt and let it and the weapon drop, then took off his shako and green jacket and threw them down. “Tell me why you don’t like me,” he demanded.


      Williamson stared off into the laurels.


      “Come on!” Sharpe said. “Say what you bloody like. You’re not going to be punished for answering a question.”


      Williamson looked back at him. “We shouldn’t be here!” he blurted out.


      “You’re right.”


      Williamson blinked at that, but carried on. “Ever since Captain Murray died, sir, we’ve been out on our own! We should be back with the battalion. It’s where we belong. You were never our officer, sir. Never!”


      “I am now.”


      “It ain’t right.”


      “So you want to go home to England?”


      “The battalion’s there, so I do, aye.”


      “But there’s a war on, Williamson. A bloody war. And we’re stuck in it. We didn’t ask to be here, don’t even want to be here, but we are. And we’re staying.” Williamson looked at Sharpe resentfully, but said nothing. “But you can go home, Williamson,” Sharpe said and the heavy face looked up, interested. “There are three ways for you to go home. One, we get orders for England. Two, you get wounded so badly that they send you home. And three, you put your feet on the scratch and you fight me. Win or lose, Williamson, I promise to send you home as soon as I can by the first bloody ship we find. All you have to do is fight me.” Sharpe walked to one of the lines and put his toes against it. This was how the pugilists fought, they toed the line and then punched it out with bare fists until one man dropped in bloody, battered exhaustion. “Fight me properly, mind,” Sharpe said, “no dropping after the first hit. You’ll have to draw blood to prove you’re trying. Hit me on the nose, that’ll do it.” He waited. Williamson licked his lips.


      “Come on!” Sharpe snarled. “Fight me!”


      “You’re an officer,” Williamson said.


      “Not now, I’m not. And no one’s watching. Just you and me, Williamson, and you don’t like me and I’m giving you a chance to thump me. And you do it properly and I’ll have you home by summer.” He did not know how he would keep that promise, but nor did he think he would have to try, for Williamson, he knew, was remembering the epic fight between Harper and Sharpe, a fight that had left both men reeling, yet Sharpe had won it and the riflemen had watched it and they learned something about Sharpe that day.


      And Williamson did not want to learn the lesson again. “I won’t fight an officer,” he said with assumed dignity.


      Sharpe turned his back, picked up his jacket. “Then find Sergeant Harper,” he said, “and tell him you’re to do the same punishment as Sims and Gataker.” He turned back. “On the double!”


      Williamson ran. His shame at refusing the fight might make him more dangerous, but it would also diminish his influence over the other men who, even though they would never know what had happened in the woods, would sense that Williamson had been humiliated. Sharpe buckled his belt and walked slowly back. He worried about his men, worried that he would lose their loyalty, worried that he was proving a bad officer. He remembered Blas Vivar and wished he had the Spanish officer’s quiet ability to enforce obedience through sheer presence, but perhaps that effortless authority came with experience. At least none of his men had deserted. They were all present, except for Tarrant and the few who were back in Coimbra’s military hospital recovering from the fever.


      It was a month now since Oporto had fallen. The fort on the hilltop was almost finished and, to Sharpe’s surprise, the men had enjoyed the hard labor. Daniel Hagman was walking again, albeit slowly, but he was mended enough to work and Sharpe placed a kitchen table in the sun where, one by one, Hagman stripped, cleaned and oiled every rifle. The fugitives who had fled from Oporto had now returned to the city or found refuge elsewhere, but the French were making new fugitives. Wherever they were ambushed by partisans they sacked the closest villages and, even without the provocation of ambush, they plundered farms mercilessly to feed themselves. More and more folk came to Vila Real de Zedes, drawn there by rumors that the French had agreed to spare the village. No one knew why the French should do such a thing, though some of the older women said it was because the whole valley was under the protection of Saint Joseph whose life-size statue was in the church, and the village’s priest, Father Josefa, encouraged the belief. He even had the statue taken from the church, hung with fading narcissi and crowned with a laurel wreath, and then carried about the village boundary to show the saint the precise extent of the lands needing his guardianship. Vila Real de Zedes, folk believed, was a sanctuary from the war and ordained as such by God.


      May arrived with rain and wind. The last of the blossoms were blown from the trees to make damp rills of pink and white petals in the grass. Still the French did not come and Manuel Lopes reckoned they were simply too busy to bother with Vila Real de Zedes. “They’ve got troubles,” he said happily. “Silveira’s giving them a bellyache at Amarante and the road to Vigo has been closed by partisans. They’re cut off! No way home! They’re not going to worry us here.” Lopes frequently went to the nearby towns where he posed as a peddler selling religious trinkets and he brought back news of the French troops. “They patrol the roads,” he said, “they get drunk at night and they wish they were back home.”


      “And they look for food,” Sharpe said.


      “They do that too,” Lopes agreed.


      “And one day,” Sharpe said, “when they’re hungry, they’ll come here.”


      “Colonel Christopher won’t let them,” Lopes said. He was walking with Sharpe along the Quinta’s drive, watched by Harris and Cooper who stood guard at the gate, the closest Sharpe allowed his Protestant riflemen to the village. Rain was threatening. Gray sheets of it fell across the northern hills and Sharpe had twice heard rumbles of thunder which might have been the sound of the guns at Amarante, but seemed too loud. “I shall leave soon,” Lopes announced.


      “Back to Bragança?”


      “Amarante. My men are recovered. It is time to fight again.”


      “You could do one thing before you go,” Sharpe said, ignoring the implied criticism in Lopes’s last words. “Tell those refugees to get out of the village. Tell them to go home. Tell them Saint Joseph is overworked and he won’t protect them when the French come.”


      Lopes shook his head. “The French aren’t coming,” he insisted.


      “And when they do,” Sharpe continued, just as insistently, “I can’t defend the village. I don’t have enough men.”


      Lopes looked disgusted. “You’ll just defend the Quinta,” he suggested, “because it belongs to an English family.”


      “I don’t give a damn about the Quinta,” Sharpe said angrily. “I’ll be up on that hilltop trying to stay alive. For Christ’s sake, there’s less than sixty of us! And the French will send fifteen hundred.”


      “They won’t come,” Lopes said. He reached up to pluck some shriveled white blossom from a tree. “I never did trust Savages’ port,” he said.


      “Trust?”


      “An elder tree,” Lopes said, showing Sharpe the petals. “The bad port makers put elderberry juice in the wine to make it look richer.” He tossed away the flowers and Sharpe had a sudden memory of that day in Oporto, the day the refugees drowned when the French had taken the city, and he remembered how Christopher had been about to write him the order to go back across the Douro and the cannonball had struck the tree to shower pinkish-red petals which the Colonel had thought were cherry blossoms. And Sharpe remembered the look on Christopher’s face at the mention of the name Judas.


      “Jesus!” Sharpe said.


      “What?” Lopes was taken aback by the force of the imprecation.


      “He’s a bloody traitor,” Sharpe said.


      “Who?”


      “The bloody Colonel,” Sharpe said. It was only instinct that had so suddenly persuaded him that Christopher was betraying his country, an instinct grounded in the memory of the Colonel’s look of outrage when Sharpe said the blossoms came from a Judas tree. Ever since then Sharpe had been wavering between a half suspicion of Christopher’s treachery and a vague belief that perhaps the Colonel was engaged in some mysterious diplomatic work, but the recollection of that look on Christopher’s face and the realization that there had been fear as well as outrage in it convinced Sharpe. Christopher was not just a thief, but a traitor. “You’re right,” he told an astonished Lopes, “it is time to fight. Harris!” He turned toward the gate.


      “Sir?”


      “Find Sergeant Harper for me. And Lieutenant Vicente.”


      Vicente came first and Sharpe could not explain why he was so certain that Christopher was a traitor, but Vicente was not inclined to debate the point. He hated Christopher because he had married Kate, and he was as bored as Sharpe at the undemanding life at the Quinta. “Get food,” Sharpe urged him. “Go to the village, ask them to bake bread, buy as much salted and smoked meat as you can. I want every man to have five days’ rations by nightfall.”


      Harper was more cautious. “I thought you had orders, sir.”


      “I do, Pat, from General Cradock.”


      “Jesus, sir, you don’t disobey a general’s orders.”


      “And who fetched those orders?” Sharpe asked. “Christopher did. So he lied to Cradock just as he’s lied to everyone else.” He was not certain of that, he could not be certain, but nor could he see the sense in just dallying at the Quinta. He would go south and trust that Captain Hogan would protect him from General Cradock’s wrath. “We’ll march at dusk tonight,” he told Harper. “I want you to check everyone’s equipment and ammunition.”


      Harper smelt the air. “We’re going to have rain, sir, bad rain.”


      “That’s why God made our skins waterproof,” Sharpe said.


      “I was thinking we might do better to wait till after midnight, sir. Give the rain a chance to blow over.”


      Sharpe shook his head. “I want to get out of here, Pat. I feel bad about this place suddenly. We’ll take everyone south. Toward the river.”


      “I thought the Crapauds had stripped out all the boats?”


      “I don’t want to go east”—Sharpe jerked his head toward Amarante where rumor said a battle still raged—“and there’s nothing but Crapauds to the west.” The north was all mountain, rock and starvation, but to the south lay the river and he knew British forces were somewhere beyond the Douro and Sharpe had been thinking that the French could not have destroyed every boat along its long, rocky banks. “We’ll find a boat,” he promised Harper.


      “It’ll be dark tonight, sir. Lucky even to find the way.”


      “For God’s sake,” Sharpe said, irritated with Harper’s pessimism, “we’ve been patrolling this place for a bloody month! We can find our way south.”


      By evening they had two sacks of bread, some rock-hard smoked goat meat, two cheeses and a bag of beans that Sharpe distributed among the men, then he had an inspiration and went to the Quinta’s kitchen and stole two large tins of tea. He reckoned it was time Kate did something for her country and there were few finer gestures than donating good China tea to riflemen. He gave one tin to Harper and shoved the other into his pack. It had started to rain, the drops pounding on the stable roof and cascading off the tiles into the cobbled yard. Daniel Hagman watched the rain from the stable door. “I feel just fine, sir,” he reassured Sharpe.


      “We can make a stretcher, Dan, if you feel poorly.”


      “Lord, no, sir! I’m right as rain, right as rain.”


      No one wanted to leave in this downpour, but Sharpe was determined to use every hour of darkness to make his way toward the Douro. There was a chance, he thought, of reaching the river by midday tomorrow and he would let the men rest while he scouted the river bank for a means to cross. “Packs on!” he ordered. “Ready yourselves.” He watched Williamson for any sign of reluctance, but the man got a move on with the rest. Vicente had distributed wine corks and the men pushed them into the muzzles of their rifles or muskets. The weapons were not loaded because in this rain the priming would turn to gray slush. There was more grumbling when Sharpe ordered them out of the stables, but they hunched their shoulders and followed him out of the courtyard and up into the wood where the oaks and silver birches thrashed under the assault of wind and rain. Sharpe was soaked to the skin before they had gone a quarter-mile, but he consoled himself that no one else was likely to be out in this vile weather. The evening light was fading fast and early, stolen by the black, thick-bellied clouds that scraped against the jagged outcrop of the ruined watchtower. Sharpe was following a path that would lead around the western side of the watchtower’s hill and he glanced up at the old masonry as they emerged from the trees and thought ruefully of all that work.


      He called a halt to let the rear of the line catch up. Daniel Hagman was evidently holding up well. Harper, two smoked legs of goat hanging from his belt, climbed up to join Sharpe, who was watching the arriving men from a vantage point a few feet higher than the path. “Bloody rain,” Harper said.


      “It’ll stop eventually.”


      “Is that so?” Harper asked innocently.


      It was then Sharpe saw the gleam of light in the vineyards. It was not lightning, it was too dull, too small and too close to the ground, but he knew he had not imagined it and he cursed Christopher for stealing his telescope. He gazed at the spot where the light had shown so briefly, but saw nothing.


      “What is it?” Vicente had climbed to join him.


      “Thought I saw a flash of light,” Sharpe said.


      “Just rain,” Harper said dismissively.


      “Perhaps it was a piece of broken glass,” Vicente suggested. “I once found some Roman glass in a field near Entre-os-Rios. There were two broken vases and some coins of Septimus Severus.”


      Sharpe was not listening. He was watching the vineyards.


      “I gave the coins to the seminary in Porto,” Vicente went on, raising his voice to make himself heard over the seething rain, “because the Fathers keep a small museum there.”


      “The sun doesn’t reflect off glass when it’s raining,” Sharpe said, but something had reflected out there, more like a smear of light, a damp gleam, and he searched the hedgerow between the vines and suddenly saw it again. He swore.


      “What is it?” Vicente asked.


      “Dragoons,” Sharpe said, “dozens of the bastards. Dismounted and watching us.” The gleam had been the dull light reflecting from one of the brass helmets. There must have been a tear in the helmet’s protective cloth cover and the man, running along the hedge, had served as a beacon, but now that Sharpe had seen the first green uniform among the green vines, he could see dozens more. “The bastards were going to ambush us,” he said, and he felt a reluctant admiration for an enemy who could use such vile weather, then he worked out that the dragoons must have approached Vila Real de Zedes during the day and somehow he had missed them, but they would not have missed the significance of the work he was doing on the hilltop and they must know that the hog-backed ridge was his refuge. “Sergeant!” he snapped at Harper. “Up the hill now! Now!” And pray they were not too late.
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      COLONEL CHRISTOPHER might have rewritten the rules, yet the chess pieces could still only move in their accustomed ways, but his knowledge of the moves allowed him to look ahead and, he fancied, he did that with more perspicacity than most men.


      There were two possible outcomes to the French invasion of Portugal. Either the French would win or, far less likely, the Portuguese with their British allies would somehow evict Soult’s forces.


      If the French won then Christopher would be the owner of Savages’ lodge, the trusted ally of the country’s new masters, and rich beyond belief.


      If the Portuguese and their British allies won then he would use Argenton’s pathetic conspiracy to explain why he had remained in enemy territory, and use the collapse of the proposed mutiny as an excuse for the failure of his schemes. And then he would need to move a couple of pawns to remain the owner of Savages which would be enough to make him a rich man, if not rich beyond belief.


      So he could not lose, so long as the pawns did what they were supposed to do, and one of those pawns was Major Henri Dulong, the second in command of the 31st Léger, one of the crack French light infantry units in Portugal. The 31st knew it was good, but none of its soldiers was the equal of Dulong, who was famous throughout the army. He was tough, daring and ruthless, and on this early May evening of wind and rain and low cloud, Major Dulong’s job was to lead his voltigeurs up the southern path that led to the watchtower on the hill above the Quinta. Take that height, Brigadier Vuillard explained, and the scrappy forces in Vila Real de Zedes had nowhere to go. So while the dragoons made a noose about the village and the Quinta, Dulong would capture the hill.


      It had been Brigadier Vuillard’s idea to attack at dusk. Most soldiers would expect an assault at dawn, but it was Vuillard’s notion that men’s guard was lower late in the day. “They’re looking forward to a skin of wine, a wench and a hot meal,” he had told Christopher, then he had fixed the time for the assault at a quarter to eight in the evening. The sun would actually set a few moments before, but the twilight would stretch until half past eight, though the clouds had proved so thick that Vuillard doubted there would be any twilight to speak of. Not that it mattered. Dulong had been lent a good Breguet watch and he had promised that his men would be on the watchtower’s peak at a quarter to eight just as the dragoons converged on the village and the Quinta. The remaining companies of the 31st Léger would first climb up to the wood and then sweep down onto the Quinta from the south. “I doubt Dulong will see any action,” Vuillard told Christopher, “and he’ll be unhappy about that. He’s a bloodthirsty rascal.”


      “You’ve given him the most dangerous task, surely?”


      “But only if the enemy are on the hilltop,” the Brigadier explained. “I hope to catch them off guard, Colonel.”


      And it seemed to Christopher as though Vuillard’s hopes were justified for, at a quarter to eight, the dragoons charged into Vila Real de Zedes and met almost no opposition. A clap of thunder was the accompaniment to the attack and a stab of lightning split the sky and reflected silver white from the dragoons’ long swords. A handful of men resisted, some muskets were fired from a tavern beside the church and Vuillard later discovered, through questioning the survivors, that a band of partisans had been recuperating in the village. A handful of them escaped, but eight others were killed and a score more, including their leader, who called himself the Schoolteacher, were captured. Two of Vuillard’s dragoons were wounded.


      A hundred more dragoons rode to the Quinta. They were commanded by a captain who would rendezvous with the infantry coming down through the woods and the Captain had promised to make certain the property was not looted. “You don’t want to go with them?” Vuillard asked.


      “No.” Christopher was watching the village girls being pushed toward the largest tavern.


      “I don’t blame you,” Vuillard said, noticing the girls, “the sport will be here.”


      And Vuillard’s sport began. The villagers hated the French and the French hated the villagers and the dragoons had discovered partisans in the houses and they all knew how to treat such vermin. Manuel Lopes and his captured partisans were taken to the church where they were forced to break up the altars, rails and images, then ordered to heap all the shattered timber in the center of the nave. Father Josefa came to protest at the vandalism and the dragoons stripped him naked, tore his cassock into strips and used the strips to lash the priest to the big crucifix that hung above the main altar. “The priests are the worst,” Vuillard explained to Christopher, “they encourage their people to fight us. I swear we’ll have to kill every last priest in Portugal before we’re through.”


      Other captives were being brought to the church. Any villager whose house contained a firearm or who had defied the dragoons was taken there. A man who had tried to protect his thirteen-year-old daughter was dragged to the church and, once inside, a dragoon sergeant broke the mens’ arms and legs with a great sledgehammer taken from the blacksmith’s forge. “It’s a lot easier than tying them up,” Vuillard explained. Christopher flinched as the big hammer snapped the bones. Some men whimpered, a few screamed, but most stayed obstinately silent. Father Josefa said the prayer for the dying until a dragoon quieted him by breaking his jaw with a sword.


      It was dark by now. The rain still beat on the church roof, but not so violently. Lightning lit the windows from the outside as Vuillard crossed to the remnants of a side altar and picked up a candle that had been burning on the floor. He took it to the pile of splintered furniture that had been laced with powder from the dragoons’ carbine ammunition. He placed the candle deep in the pile and backed away. For a moment the flame flickered small and insignificant, then there was a hiss and a bright fire streaked up the pile’s center. The wounded men cried aloud as smoke began to curl toward the beams and as Vuillard and the dragoons retreated toward the door. “They flap like fish.” The Brigadier spoke of the men who tried to drag themselves toward the fire in the vain hope of extinguishing it. Vuillard laughed. “The rain will slow things,” he told Christopher, “but not by much.” The fire was crackling now, spewing thick smoke. “It’s when the roof catches fire that they die,” Vuillard said, “and it takes quite a time. Best not to stay though.”


      The dragoons left, locking the church behind them. A dozen men stayed out in the rain to make certain that the fire did not go out or, more unlikely, that no one escaped from the flames, while Vuillard led Christopher and a half-dozen other officers to the village’s largest tavern which was cheerfully lit by scores of candles and lamps. “The infantry will report to us here,” Vuillard explained, “so we must find something to pass the time, eh?”


      “Indeed.” Christopher plucked off his cocked hat as he stooped through the tavern door.


      “We’ll have a meal,” Brigadier Vuillard said, “and what passes in this country for wine.” He stopped in the main room where the village’s girls had been lined against a wall. “What do you think?” he asked Christopher.


      “Tempting,” Christopher said.


      “Indeed.” Vuillard still did not entirely trust Christopher. The Englishman was too aloof, but now, Vuillard thought, he would put him to the test. “Take your choice,” he said, pointing to the girls. The men guarding the girls grinned. The girls were crying softly.


      Christopher took a pace toward the captives. If the Englishman was squeamish, Vuillard thought, then that would betray scruples or, worse, a sympathy for the Portuguese. There were even some in the French army who expressed such sympathies, officers who argued that by maltreating the Portuguese the army only made their own problems worse, but Vuillard, like most Frenchmen, believed that the Portuguese needed to be punished with such severity that none would ever dare lift a finger against the French again. Rape, theft and wanton destruction were, to Vuillard, defensive tactics and now he wanted to see Christopher join him in an act of war. He wanted to see the aloof Englishman behave like the French in their moment of triumph. “Be quick,” Vuillard said, “I promised my men they could have the ones we don’t want.”


      “I’ll take the small girl,” Christopher said wolfishly, “the redhead.”


      She screamed, but there was much screaming that night in Vila Real de Zedes.


      As there was on the hill to the south.
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      SHARPE RAN. He shouted at his men to get to the top of the hill as fast as they could and then he scrambled up the slope and he had gone a hundred yards before he calmed down and realized that he was doing this all wrong. “Rifles!” he shouted. “Packs off!”


      He let his men unburden themselves until they carried only their weapons, haversacks and cartridge boxes. Lieutenant Vicente’s men did the same. Six Portuguese and the same number of riflemen would stay to guard the discarded packs and bags and greatcoats and cuts of smoked meat, while the rest followed Sharpe and Vicente up the slope. They went much faster now. “Did you see the bastards up there?” Harper panted.


      “No,” Sharpe said, but he knew the French would want to take the fort because it was the highest ground for miles, and that meant they had probably sent a company or more to loop about the south and sneak up the hill. So it was a race. Sharpe had no proof that the French were in the race, but he did not underestimate them. They would be coming and all he could pray was that they were not there already.


      The rain fell harder. No gun would fire in this weather. This was going to be a fight of wet steel, fists and rifle butts. Sharpe’s boots slipped on sodden turf and skidded on rock. He was getting short of breath, but at least he had climbed the flanking slope and was now on the path that led up the northern spine of the hill, and his men had widened and strengthened the path, cutting steps in the steepest places and pegging the risers with wedges of birch. It had been invented work to keep them busy, but it was all worth it now because it quickened the pace. Sharpe was still leading with a dozen riflemen close behind. He decided he would not close ranks before they reached the top. This was a scramble where the devil really would take the hindmost so the important thing was to reach the summit, and he looked up into the whirl of rain and cloud and he saw nothing up there but wet rock and the sudden reflected sheen of a lightning bolt slithering down a sheer stone face. He thought of the village and knew it was doomed. He wished he could do something about that, but he did not have enough men to defend the village and he had tried to warn them.


      The rain was driving into his face, blinding him. He slithered as he ran. There was a stitch in his side, his legs were like fire and the breath rasped in his throat. The rifle was slung on his shoulder, bouncing there, the stock thumping into his left thigh as he tried to draw the sword, but then he had to let go of the hilt to steady himself against a rock as his boots slid wildly out from under him. Harper was twenty paces back, panting. Vicente was gaining on Sharpe who dragged his sword free of its scabbard, pushed himself away from the boulder and forced himself on again. Lightning flickered to the east, outlining black hills and a sky slanting with water. The thunder crackled across the heavens, filling them with angry noise, and Sharpe felt as though he were climbing into the heart of the storm, climbing to join the gods of war. The gale tore at him. His shako was long gone. The wind shrieked, moaned, was drowned by thunder and burdened by rain and Sharpe thought he would never reach the top and suddenly he was beside the first wall, the place where the path zigzagged between two of the small redoubts his men had built, and a dagger of lightning stabbed down into the void that opened wet and dark to his right. For a wild second he thought the hilltop was empty and then he saw the flash of a blade reflecting the storm’s white fire and knew the French were already there.


      Dulong’s voltigeurs had arrived just seconds before and had taken the watchtower, but they had not had time to occupy the northernmost redoubts where Sharpe’s men now appeared. “Throw them out!” Dulong roared at his men.


      “Kill the bastards!” Sharpe shouted and his blade scraped along a bayonet, jarred against the muzzle of the musket and he threw himself forward, driving the man back, and hammered his forehead against the man’s nose and the first riflemen were past him and the blades were ringing in the near dark. Sharpe banged the hilt of his sword into the face of the man he had put down, plucked the musket from him and threw it out into the void then pushed on to where a group of Frenchmen were readying to defend the summit. They aimed their muskets and Sharpe hoped to God he was right and that no flintlock would ever fire in this wet fury. Two men struggled to his left and Sharpe slid the sword into a blue jacket, twisting it in the ribs, and the Frenchman threw himself sideways to escape the blade and Sharpe saw it was Harper hammering at the man with a rifle butt.


      “God save Ireland.” Harper, wild-eyed, stared up at the French guarding the watchtower.


      “We’re going to charge those bastards!” Sharpe shouted at the riflemen coming up behind.


      “God save Ireland.”


      “Tirez!” a French officer shouted and a dozen flints fell on steel and the sparks flashed and died in the rain.


      “Now kill them!” Sharpe roared. “Just bloody kill them!” Because the French were on his hilltop, on his land, and he felt a rage fit to match the anger of the storm-filled sky. He ran uphill and the French muskets reached down with their long bayonets and Sharpe remembered fighting on the steep breach at Gawilghur and he did now what he had done then, reached under the bayonet and grabbed a man’s ankle and tugged. The Frenchman screamed as he was pulled down the hill to where three sword bayonets chopped at him, and then Vicente’s Portuguese, realizing they could not shoot the French, began hurling rocks at them and the big stones drew blood, made men flinch, and Sharpe bellowed at his riflemen to close with the enemy. He back-swung the sword, driving a bayonet aside, pulled another musket with his left hand so that the man was tugged down onto Harper’s sword bayonet. Harris was flailing with an axe they had used to clear the path through the birch, laurel and oak wood, and the French shrank from the terrible weapon and still the rocks were hurled and Sharpe’s riflemen, snarling and panting, were clawing their way upward. A man kicked Sharpe in the face, Cooper caught the boot and raked his sword bayonet up the man’s leg. Harper was using his rifle as a club, beating men down with his huge strength. A rifleman fell backward, blood pulsing from his throat to be instantly diluted by the rain. A Portuguese soldier took his place, stabbing up with his bayonet and screaming insults. Sharpe rammed his sword two-handed up into the press of bodies, stabbed, twisted, pulled and stabbed again. Another Portuguese was beside him, thrusting his bayonet up into a French groin, while Sergeant Macedo, lips drawn back in a snarl, was fighting with a knife. The blade flickered in the rain, turned red, was washed clean, turned red again. The French were going back, retreating to the patch of bare stone terrace in front of the watchtower ruins and an officer was shouting angrily at them, and then the officer came forward, saber out, and Sharpe met him, the blades clashed and Sharpe just head-butted again and, in the flash of lightning, saw the astonishment on the officer’s face, but the Frenchman evidently came from the same school as Sharpe for he tried to kick Sharpe’s groin as he rammed his fingers at Sharpe’s eyes. Sharpe twisted aside, came back to hit the man on the jaw with the hilt of his sword, then the officer just seemed to vanish as two of his men dragged him backward.


      A tall French sergeant came at Sharpe, musket flailing, and Sharpe stepped back, the man tripped, and Vicente reached out with his straight-bladed sword and its tip ripped the Sergeant’s windpipe so he roared like a punctured bellows and collapsed in a spray of pink rain. Vicente stepped back, appalled, but his men went streaming past to spread down into the southern redoubts where they enthusiastically bayoneted the French out of their holes. Sergeant Macedo had left his knife trapped in a Frenchman’s chest and instead was using a French musket as a club and a voltigeur tried to pull the weapon out of his grasp and looked stunned when the Sergeant just let him have it, then kicked him in the belly so that the Frenchman fell back over the edge of the bluff. He screamed as he fell. The scream seemed to last a long time, then there was a wet thump on the rocks far below, the musket clattered, and the sound was swamped as thunder rolled over the sky. The clouds were split by lightning and Sharpe, his sword blade dripping with rain-diluted blood, shouted at his men to check every redoubt. “And search the tower!”


      Another bolt of lightning revealed a large group of Frenchmen halfway up the southern path. Sharpe reckoned that a small group of fitter men had come on ahead and it was those men that he had encountered. The largest group, who could easily have held the summit against Sharpe and Vicente’s desperate counterattack, had been too late, and Vicente was now putting men into the lower redoubts. A rifleman lay dead by the watchtower. “It’s Sean Donnelly,” Harper said.


      “Pity,” Sharpe said, “a good man.”


      “He was an evil little bastard from Derry,” Harper said, “who owed me four shillings.”


      “He could shoot straight.”


      “When he wasn’t drunk,” Harper allowed.


      Pendleton, the youngest of the riflemen, brought Sharpe his shako. “Found it on the slope, sir.”


      “What were you doing on the slope when you should have been fighting?” Harper demanded.


      Pendleton looked worried. “I just found it, sir.”


      “Did you kill anyone?” Harper wanted to know.


      “No, Sergeant.”


      “Not earned your bloody shilling today then, have you? Right! Pendleton! Williamson! Dodd! Sims!” Harper organized a group to go back down the hill and bring up the discarded packs and food. Sharpe had another two men strip the dead and wounded of their weapons and ammunition.


      Vicente had garrisoned the southern side of the fort and the sight of his men was enough to deter the French from trying a second assault. The Portuguese lieutenant now came back to join Sharpe beside the watchtower where the wind shrieked on the broken stone. The rain was slackening, but the stronger wind gusts still drove drops hard against the ruined walls. “What do we do about the village?” Vicente wanted to know.


      “There’s nothing we can do.”


      “There are women down there! Children!”


      “I know.”


      “We can’t just leave them.”


      “What do you want us to do?” Sharpe asked. “Go down there? Rescue them? And while we’re there, what happens up here? Those bastards take the hill.” He pointed at the French voltigeurs who were still halfway up the hill, uncertain whether to keep climbing or to give up the attempt. “And when you get down there,” Sharpe went on, “what are you going to find? Dragoons. Hundreds of bloody dragoons. And when the last of your men are dead you’ll have the satisfaction of knowing you tried to save the village.” He saw the stubbornness on Vicente’s face. “There’s nothing you can do.”


      “We have to try,” Vicente insisted.


      “You want to take some men on patrol? Then do it, but the rest of us stay up here. This place is our one chance of staying alive.”


      Vicente shivered. “You will not keep going south?”


      “We get off this hill,” Sharpe said, “and we’re going to have dragoons giving us haircuts with their bloody swords. We’re trapped, Lieutenant, we’re trapped.”


      “You will let me take a patrol down to the village?”


      “Three men,” Sharpe said. He was reluctant to let even three men go with Vicente, but he could see that the Portuguese lieutenant was desperate to know what was happening to his countrymen. “Stay in cover, Lieutenant,” Sharpe advised. “Stay in the trees. Go very carefully!”


      Vicente was back three hours later. There were simply too many dragoons and blue-jacketed infantry around Vila Real de Zedes and he had got nowhere near the village. “But I heard screams,” he said.


      “Aye,” Sharpe said, “you would have done.”


      Beneath him, beyond the Quinta, the remnants of the village church burned out in the dark damp night. It was the only light he could see. There were no stars, no candles, no lamps, just the sullen red glow of the burning church.


      And tomorrow, Sharpe knew, the French would come for him again.
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      IN THE morning the French officers had breakfast on the terrace of the tavern beneath a vine trellis. The village had proved to be full of food and there was newly baked bread, ham, eggs and coffee for breakfast. The rain had gone to leave a damp feel in the wind, but there were shadows in the fields and the promise of warm sunlight in the air. The smoke of the burned-out church drifted northwards, taking with it the stench of roasted flesh.


      Maria, the red-headed girl, served Colonel Christopher his coffee. The Colonel was picking his teeth with a sliver of ivory, but he took it from his mouth to thank her. “Obrigado, Maria,” he said in a pleasant tone. Maria shuddered, but nodded a hasty acknowledgment as she backed away.


      “She’s replaced your servant?” Brigadier Vuillard asked.


      “The wretched fellow’s missing,” Christopher said. “Runaway. Gone.”


      “A fair exchange,” Vuillard said, watching Maria. “That one’s much prettier.”


      “She was pretty,” Christopher allowed. Maria’s face was badly bruised now and the bruises had swollen to spoil her beauty. “And she’ll be pretty again,” he went on.


      “You hit her hard,” Vuillard said with a hint of reproach.


      Christopher sipped his coffee. “The English have a saying, Brigadier. A spaniel, a woman and a walnut tree, the more they’re beaten the better they be.”


      “A walnut tree?”


      “They say if the trunk is well thrashed it increases the yield of nuts; I have no idea if it’s true, but I do know that a woman has to be broken like a dog or a horse.”


      “Broken,” Vuillard repeated the word. He was rather in awe of Christopher’s sang-froid.


      “The stupid girl resisted me,” Christopher explained, “she put up a fight, so I taught her who is master. Every woman needs to be taught that.”


      “Even a wife?”


      “Especially a wife,” Christopher said, “though the process might be slower. You don’t break a good mare quickly, but take your time. But this one”—he jerked his head toward Maria—“this one needed a damned fast whipping. I don’t mind if she resents me, but one doesn’t want a wife to be soured by resentment.”


      Maria was not the only one with a bruised face. Major Dulong had a black mark across the bridge of his nose and a scowl just as dark. He had reached the watchtower before the British and Portuguese troops, but with a smaller group of men and then he had been surprised by the ferocity with which the enemy had attacked him. “Let me go back, mon Général,” he pleaded with Vuillard.


      “Of course, Dulong, of course.” Vuillard did not blame the voltigeur officer for the night’s only failure. It seemed that the British and Portuguese troops, whom everyone had expected to find in the Quinta’s stables, had decided to go south and thus had been halfway to the watchtower when the attack began. But Major Dulong was not accustomed to failure and the repulse on the hilltop had hurt his pride. “Of course you can go back,” the Brigadier reassured him, “but not straightaway. I think we shall let les belles filles have their wicked way with them first, yes?”


      “Les belles filles?” Christopher asked, wondering why on earth Vuillard would send girls up to the watchtower.


      “The Emperor’s name for his cannon,” Vuillard explained. “Les belles filles. There’s a battery at Valengo and they must have a brace of howitzers. I’m sure the gunners will be pleased to lend us their toys, aren’t you? A day of target practice and those idiots on the hill will be as broken as your redhead.” The Brigadier watched as the girls brought out the food. “I shall look at their target after we’ve eaten. Perhaps you will do me the honor of lending me your telescope?”


      “Of course,” Christopher pushed the glass across the table. “But take care of it, my dear Vuillard. It’s rather precious to me.”


      Vuillard examined the brass plate and knew just enough English to decipher its meaning. “Who is this AW?”


      “Sir Arthur Wellesley, of course.”


      “And why would he be grateful to you?”


      “You couldn’t possibly expect a gentleman to answer a question like that, my dear Vuillard. It would be boasting. Suffice it to say that I did not merely black his boots.” Christopher smiled modestly, then helped himself to eggs and bread.


      Two hundred dragoons rode the short journey back to Valengo. They escorted an officer who carried a request for a pair of howitzers, and the officer and the dragoons returned that same morning.


      With one howitzer only. But that, Vuillard was certain, would be enough. The riflemen were doomed.

    

  


  
    
      Chapter 6

    


    
      WHAT YOU REALLY WANTED,” Lieutenant Pelletieu said, “was a mortar.”


      “A mortar?” Brigadier General Vuillard was astonished at the Lieutenant’s self-confidence. “You are telling me what I want?”


      “What you want,” Pelletieu said confidently, “is a mortar. It’s a question of elevation, sir.”


      “It is a question, Lieutenant”—Vuillard put a deal of stress on Pelletieu’s lowly rank—“of pouring death, shit, horror and damnation on those impudent bastards on that goddamned hilltop.” He pointed to the watchtower. He was standing at the edge of the wood where he had invited Lieutenant Pelletieu to unlimber his howitzer and start slaughtering. “Don’t talk to me of elevation! Talk to me of killing.”


      “Killing is our business, sir,” the Lieutenant said, quite unmoved by the Brigadier’s anger, “but I do have to get closer to the impudent bastards.” He was a very young man, so young that Vuillard wondered whether Pelletieu had even begun to shave. He was also thin as a whip, so thin that his white breeches, white waistcoat and dark-blue cutaway coat hung on him like discarded garments draped on a scarecrow. A long skinny neck jutted from the stiff blue collar, and his long nose supported a pair of thick-lensed spectacles that gave him the unfortunate appearance of a half-starved fish, but he was a remarkably self-possessed fish who now turned to his sergeant. “Two pounds at twelve degrees, don’t you think? But only if we can get to within three hundred and fifty toise?”


      “Toise?” The Brigadier knew gunners used the old unit of measurement, but it meant nothing to him. “Why the hell don’t you speak French, man?”


      “Three hundred and fifty toise? Call that…” Pelletieu paused and frowned as he did the mathematics.


      “Six hundred and eighty meters,” his Sergeant, as thin, pale and young as Pelletieu, broke in.


      “Six hundred and eighty-two,” Pelletieu said cheerfully.


      “Three fifty toise?” the Sergeant mused aloud. “Two-pound charge? Twelve degrees? I think that will serve, sir.”


      “Only just though,” Pelletieu said, then turned back to the Brigadier. “The target’s high, sir,” he explained.


      “I know it’s high,” Vuillard said in a dangerous tone, “it is what we call a hill.”


      “And everyone believes howitzers can work miracles on elevated targets,” Pelletieu went on, disregarding Vuillard’s sarcasm, “but they’re not really designed to be angled at much more than twelve degrees from the horizontal. Now a mortar, of course, can achieve a much higher angle, but I suspect the nearest mortar is at Oporto.”


      “I just want the bastards dead!” Vuillard growled, then turned back as a memory occurred to him. “And why not a three-pound charge? The gunners were using three-pound charges at Austerlitz.” He was tempted to add “before you were born,” but restrained himself.


      “Three pounds!” Pelletieu audibly sucked in his breath while his sergeant rolled his eyes at the Brigadier’s display of ignorance. “She’s a Nantes barrel, sir,” Pelletieu added in gnomic explanation as he patted the howitzer. “She was made in the dark ages, sir, before the revolution, and she was horribly cast. Her partner blew up three weeks ago, sir, and killed two of the crew. There was an air bubble in the metal, just horrible casting. She’s not safe beyond two pounds, sir, just not safe.”


      Howitzers were usually deployed in pairs, but the explosion three weeks before had left Pelletieu’s the sole howitzer in his battery. It was a strange-looking weapon that resembled a toy gun incongruously perched on a full-scale carriage. The barrel, just twenty-eight inches long, was mounted between wheels that were the height of a man, but the small weapon was capable of doing what other field guns could not achieve: it could fire in a high arc. Field guns were rarely elevated more than a degree or two and their round shot flew in a flat trajectory, but the howitzer tossed its shells up high so that they plunged down onto the enemy. The guns were designed to fire over defensive walls, or above the heads of friendly infantry, and because a lobbed missile came to a swift stop when it landed, the howitzers did not fire solid round shot. An ordinary field gun, firing solid shot, could depend on the missile to bounce and keep on bouncing, and even after the fourth or fifth graze, as the gunners called each bounce, the round shot could still maim or kill, but a round shot tossed into the air was likely to bury itself in the turf and do no subsequent damage. So the howitzers fired shells that were fused to explode when the missile landed.


      “Forty-nine times two, sir, seeing as how we have the caisson for the other howitzer as well,” Pelletieu said when Vuillard asked him how many shells his gun possessed. “Ninety-eight shells, sir, and twenty-two canister. Twice the usual rations!”


      “Forget the canister,” Vuillard ordered. Canister, which spread from a gun’s barrel like duck shot, was for use against troops in the open, not for infantry concealed amongst rocks. “Drop the shells on the bastards and we’ll send for more ammunition if you need it. Which you won’t,” he added malevolently, “because you’re going to kill the bastards, aren’t you?”


      “That’s what we’re here for,” Pelletieu said happily, “and with respect, sir, we won’t make widows by standing here talking. I’d best find a place to deploy her, sir. Sergeant! Shovels!”


      “Shovels?” Vuillard asked.


      “We have to level the ground, sir,” Pelletieu said, “because God didn’t think of gunners when He made the world. He made too many lumps and not enough smooth spots. But we’re very good at improving His handiwork, sir.” He led his men toward the hill in search of a place that could be leveled.


      Colonel Christopher had been inspecting the howitzer, but now nodded at Pelletieu’s receding back. “Sending schoolboys to fight our wars?”


      “He seems to know his business,” Vuillard admitted grudgingly. “Did your servant turn up?”


      “Bloody man’s gone missing. Had to shave myself!”


      “Shave yourself, eh?” Vuillard observed with amusement. “Life is hard, Colonel, life is sometimes so very hard.”


      And soon, he thought, it would be murderous for the fugitives on the hill.
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      AT DAWN, a wet dawn with clouds scudding away southeast and a wind still gusting about the ragged summit, Dodd had spotted the fugitives halfway down the hill’s northern slope. They were crouching in the rocks, evidently hiding from the French picquets who lined the edge of the wood. There were seven, all men. Six had been survivors from Manuel Lopes’s band and the seventh was Luis, Christopher’s servant.


      “It is the Colonel,” he had told Sharpe.


      “What is?”


      “Colonel Christopher. He is down there. He brought them here, he told them you were here!”


      Sharpe stared down toward the village where a black smear showed where the church had stood. “He’s a bastard,” he said quietly, but he was not surprised. Not now. He only blamed himself for being so slow to see that Christopher was a traitor. He questioned Luis further and the servant told him about the journey south to meet General Cradock, about the dinner party in Oporto where a French general had been the guest of honor, and how Christopher sometimes wore an enemy uniform, but Luis honestly admitted he did not know what webs the Colonel spun. He did know that Christopher possessed Sharpe’s good telescope and Luis had managed to steal the Colonel’s old telescope, which he presented to Sharpe with a triumphant flourish. “I am sorry it is not your own, senhor, but the Colonel keeps that one in his tail pocket. I fight for you now,” Luis said proudly.


      “Have you ever fought?” Sharpe asked.


      “A man can learn,” Luis said, “and there is no one better than a barber for slitting throats. I used to think about that when I shaved my customers. How easy it would be to cut. I never did, of course,” he added hastily in case Sharpe thought he was a murderer.


      “I think I’ll go on shaving myself,” Sharpe said with a smile.


      So Vicente gave Luis one of the captured French muskets and a cartridge box of ammunition and the barber joined the other soldiers among the redoubts that barricaded the hilltop. Lopes’s men were sworn in as loyal Portuguese soldiers and when one said he would rather take his chances on escape and join the partisan groups to the north Sergeant Macedo used his fists to force the oath on him. “He’s a good lad, that Sergeant,” Harper said approvingly.


      The damp lifted. The sodden flanks of the hill steamed in the morning sun, but that haze vanished as the morning became hotter. There were dragoons all about the hog-backed hill now. They patrolled the valleys on either side, had another strong picquet to the south and dismounted men watching from the wood’s edge. Sharpe, seeing the dragoons tighten their noose, knew that if he and his men tried to escape they would become meat for the horsemen. Harper, his broad face glistening with sweat, gazed down at the cavalry. “There’s something I’ve noticed, sir,” he said, “ever since we joined up with you in Spain.”


      “What’s that?”


      “That we’re always outnumbered and surrounded.”


      Sharpe had been listening, not to Harper, but to the day itself. “Notice anything?” he asked.


      “That we’re surrounded and outnumbered, sir?”


      “No.” Sharpe paused to listen again, then frowned. “Wind’s in the east, isn’t it?”


      “More or less.”


      “No sound of gunfire, Pat.”


      Harper listened. “Good God and you’re right, sir.”


      Vicente had noticed the same thing and came to the watchtower where Sharpe had set up his command post. “There’s no noise from Amarante,” the Portuguese Lieutenant said unhappily.


      “So they’ve finished fighting there,” Harper commented.


      Vicente made the sign of the cross which was admission enough that he suspected the Portuguese army that had been holding the bridge over the Tamega had been defeated.


      “We don’t know what’s happening,” Sharpe said, trying to cheer Vicente up, but in truth that admission was almost as depressing as the thought that Amarante had fallen. So long as the distant thunder of the guns had sounded from the east then so long had they known there were still forces fighting the French, had known that the war itself was continuing and that there was hope that one day they could rejoin some friendly forces, but the morning’s silence was ominous. And if the Portuguese were gone from Amarante, then what of the British in Coimbra and Lisbon? Were they boarding ships in the broad mouth of the Tagus, ready to be convoyed home? Sir John Moore’s army had been chased out of Spain, so was the smaller British force in Lisbon now scuttling away? Sharpe felt a sudden and horrid fear that he was the last British officer in northern Portugal and the last morsel to be devoured by an insatiable enemy. “It doesn’t mean anything,” he lied, seeing the same fear of being stranded on his companions’ faces. “Sir Arthur Wellesley’s coming.”


      “We hope,” Harper said.


      “Is he good?” Vicente asked.


      “The very bloody best,” Sharpe said fervently and then, seeing that his words had not really encouraged hope, he made Harper busy. All the food that had been brought up to the watchtower had been stored in one corner of the ruin where Sharpe could keep an eye on it, but the men had taken no breakfast so he had Harper supervise the distribution. “Give them hunger rations, Sergeant,” he ordered, “for God alone knows how long we’ll be up here.”


      Vicente followed Sharpe onto the small terrace outside the watchtower entrance from where he stared at the distant dragoons. He looked distracted and began fiddling with a scrap of the white piping that decorated his dark-blue uniform and the more he fidgeted, the more piping was stripped away from his jacket. “Yesterday,” he suddenly blurted out. “Yesterday was the first time that I killed a man with a sword.” He frowned as he pulled another inch or two of the piping from his jacket’s hem. “A hard thing to do.”


      “Especially with a sword like that,” Sharpe said, nodding at Vicente’s scabbard. The Portuguese officer’s sword was slim, straight and not particularly robust. It was a sword for parades, for show, not for gutter fights in the rain. “Now a sword like this”—Sharpe patted the heavy cavalry sword that hung from his belt—“batters the bastards down. It don’t cut them to death so much as it bludgeons them. You could batter an ox to death with this blade. Get yourself a cavalry sword, Jorge. They’re made for killing. Infantry officers’ swords are for dance floors.”


      “I mean it was difficult to look in his eyes,” Vicente explained, “and still use the blade.”


      “I know what you mean,” Sharpe said, “but it’s still the best thing to do. What you want to do is to watch the sword or bayonet, isn’t it? But if you keep watching their eyes you can tell what they’re going to do next by where they look. Never look at the place you’re going to hit them, though. Keep looking at their eyes and just hit.”


      Vicente realized he was stripping the piping from his jacket and tucked the errant length into a buttonhole. “When I shot my own sergeant,” he said, “it seemed unreal. Like theater even. But he was not trying to kill me. That man last night? It was frightening.”


      “Bloody well ought to be frightening,” Sharpe responded. “A fight like that? In the rain and dark? Anything can happen. You just go in fast and dirty, Jorge, do the damage and keep on doing it.”


      “You have done so much fighting,” Vicente said sadly, as though he pitied Sharpe.


      “I’ve been a soldier for a long time,” Sharpe said, “and our army does a lot of fighting. India, Flanders, here, Denmark.”


      “Denmark! Why were you fighting in Denmark?”


      “God knows,” Sharpe said. “Something about their fleet. We wanted it, they didn’t want us to have it, so we went and took it.” He was gazing down the northern slope at a group of a dozen Frenchmen who had stripped to the waist and now began to shovel at a patch of ferns a hundred yards from the edge of the wood. He took out the replacement telescope Luis had brought him. It was little more than a toy and the outer lens was loose which meant it kept blurring, and it was only half as powerful as his own glass, but he supposed it was better than nothing. He focused the glass, steadied the outer lens with a fingertip and stared at the French work party. “Shit,” he said.


      “What?”


      “Bastards have got a cannon,” Sharpe said. “Just pray it isn’t a bloody mortar.”


      Vicente, looking bewildered, was trying and failing to see a gun. “What happens if it’s a mortar?”


      “We all die,” Sharpe said, imagining the pot-like gun lobbing its shells into the sky so that they would drop almost vertically onto his position. “We all die,” he said again, “or else we run away and get captured.”


      Vicente made the sign of the cross again. He had not made that gesture at all in the first weeks Sharpe had known him, but the further Vicente traveled from his life as a lawyer the more the old imperatives returned to him. Life, he was beginning to learn, was not controlled by law or reason, but by luck and savagery and blind unfeeling fate. “I can’t see a cannon,” he finally admitted.


      Sharpe pointed to the French working party. “Those buggers are making a nice flat patch so they can aim properly,” he explained. “You can’t fire a gun on a slope, not if you want to be accurate.” He took a few steps down the northern path. “Dan!”


      “Sir?”


      “See where the bastards are going to put a cannon? How far away is it?”


      Hagman, ensconced in a crevice of stone, peered down. “Bit under seven hundred paces, sir. Too far.”


      “We can try?”


      Hagman shrugged. “I can try, but maybe save it for later?”


      Sharpe nodded. Better to reveal the rifle’s range to the French when things were more desperate.


      Vicente again looked bewildered so Sharpe explained. “A rifle bullet can carry that far, but it would take a genius to be accurate. Dan’s close to genius.” He thought about taking a small party of riflemen halfway down the slope and he knew that at three or four hundred yards they could do a lot of damage to a gun crew, but the gun crew, at that range, would answer them with canister and though the lower slope of the hill was littered with rocks few were of a size to shelter a man from canister. Sharpe would lose soldiers if he went down the hill. He would do it, he decided, if the gun turned out to be a mortar, for mortars never carried canister, but the French were bound to answer his foray with a strong skirmish line of infantry. Stroke and counter-stroke. It felt frustrating. All he could do was pray the gun was not a mortar.


      It was not a mortar. An hour after the working party began making a level platform the cannon appeared and Sharpe saw it was a howitzer. That was bad enough, but it gave his men a chance, for a howitzer shell would come at an oblique angle and his men would be safe behind the bigger boulders on the hilltop. Vicente borrowed the small telescope and watched the French gunners unlimber the gun and prepare its ammunition. A caisson, its long coffin-like lid cushioned so that the gun crew could travel on it, was being opened and the powder bags and shells piled by the leveled ground. “It looks like a very small gun,” Vicente said.


      “Doesn’t have to be long-barrelled,” Sharpe explained, “because it isn’t a precision gun. It just lobs shells on us. It’ll be noisy, but we’ll survive.” He said that to cheer Vicente up, but he was not as confident as he sounded. Two or three lucky shells could decimate his command, but at least the howitzer’s arrival had taken his men’s minds off their larger predicament and they watched as the gunners made ready. A small flag had been placed fifty paces in front of the howitzer, presumably so the gun captain could judge the wind which would tend to drift the shells westward. Sure enough Sharpe saw them edge the howitzer’s trail to compensate, and then watched through the telescope as the quoins were hammered under the stubby barrel. Field guns were usually elevated with a screw, but howitzers used the old-fashioned wooden wedges. Sharpe reckoned the skinny officer who supervised the gun must be using his largest wedges, straining to get maximum elevation so that his shells would drop into the rocks on the hill’s summit. The first powder bags were being brought to the weapon and Sharpe saw the flash of reflected sunlight glance off steel and he knew the officer must be trimming the shell’s fuse. “Under cover, Sergeant!” Sharpe shouted.


      Every man had a place to go to, a place that was well protected by the great boulders. Most of the riflemen were in the redoubts, walled with stone, but half a dozen, including Sharpe and Harper, were inside the old watchtower where a stairway had once led to the ramparts. Only four of the steps were left and they merely climbed to a gaping cavity in the stonework of the northern wall and Sharpe positioned himself there so he could see what the French were doing.


      The gun vanished in a cloud of smoke, followed a heartbeat later by the massive boom of the exploding powder. Sharpe tried to find the missile in the sky, then saw the tiny, wavering trail of smoke left by the burning fuse. Then came the sound of the shell, a thunder rolling overhead, and the smoke trail whipped only a couple of feet above the ruined watchtower. Everyone had been holding their breath, but now let it out as the shell exploded somewhere above the southern slope.


      “Cut his fuse too long,” Harper said.


      “He won’t next time,” Tongue said.


      Daniel Hagman, white-faced, sat against the wall with his eyes closed. Vicente and most of his men were a little way down the slope where they were protected by a boulder the size of a house. Nothing could reach them directly, but if a shell bounced off the face of the watchtower it would probably fall among them. Sharpe tried not to think of that. He had done his best and he knew he could not provide absolute safety for every man.


      They waited.


      “Get on with it,” Harris said. Harper crossed himself. Sharpe looked through the hole in the wall and saw the gunner carrying the portfire to the barrel. He said nothing to the men, for the noise of the gun would be warning enough and he was not looking down the hill to see when the howitzer was fired, but the moment when the French put in an infantry attack. That seemed the obvious thing for them to do. Fire the howitzer to keep the British and Portuguese heads down and then send their infantry to make an assault, but Sharpe saw no sign of any such attack. The dragoons were keeping their distance, the infantry was out of sight and the gunners just kept working.


      Shell after shell arced to the hilltop. After the first shot the fuses were cut to the precise length and the shells cracked on rocks, fell and exploded. Monotonously, steadily, shot after shot, and each explosion sent shards of hot iron crackling and whistling through the jumble of boulders on the hilltop, yet the French seemed unaware of how much shelter the boulders provided. The summit stank of powder, the smoke drifted like mist through the rocks and clung to the lichen-covered stones of the watchtower, but miraculously no one was badly hurt. One of Vicente’s men was struck by a sliver of iron that cut his upper arm, but that was the only casualty. Yet even so the men hated the ordeal. They sat hunched, counting down the shots that came at a regular pace, one a minute, and the seconds stretched between each one and no one spoke and each shot was a boom from the base of the hill, a crash or thump as the shell struck, the ragged explosion of the powder charge and the shriek of its fragmented casing. One shell failed to explode and they all waited breathless as the seconds passed and then realized that its fuse must have been faulty.


      “How many bloody shells do they have?” Harper asked after a quarter-hour.


      No one could answer. Sharpe had a vague recollection that a British six-pounder carried more than a hundred rounds of ammunition in its limber, caisson and axle boxes, but he was not sure of that and French practice was probably different, so he said nothing. Instead he prowled round the hilltop, going from the tower to the men in the redoubts and then watching anxiously down the other flanks of the hill, and still there was no sign that the French contemplated an assault.


      He went back to the tower. Hagman had produced a small wooden flute, something he had whittled himself during his convalescence, and now he played trills and snatches of old familiar melodies. The scraps of music sounded like birdsong, then the hilltop would reverberate to the next explosion, the shell fragments would batter against the tower and as the brutal sound faded so the flute’s breathy sound would re-emerge. “I always wanted to play the flute,” Sharpe said to no one in particular.


      “The fiddle,” Harris said, “I’ve always wanted to play the fiddle.”


      “Hard that,” Harper said, “because it’s fiddly.”


      They groaned and Harper grinned proudly. Sharpe was mentally counting the seconds, imagining the gun being pushed back into place and then being sponged out, the gunner’s thumb over the touchhole to stop the rush of air forced by the incoming sponge from setting fire to any unexploded powder in the breech. When every lingering scrap of fire had been extinguished inside the barrel they would thrust home the powder bags, then the six-inch shell with its carefully cut fuse protruding from the wooden bung, and the gunner would ram a spike down the touchhole to pierce a canvas powder bag and afterward push a reed filled with more powder down into the punctured bag. They would stand back, cover their ears and the gunner would touch the linstock to the reed and just then Sharpe heard the boom and almost instantly there was an almighty crash inside the tower itself and he realized the shell had come right through the hole at the top of the truncated staircase and now it fell down, fuse smoking in a wild spiral, to lodge between two of the packs that held their food and Sharpe stared at it, saw the wisp of smoke shivering upward, knew they must all die or be terribly maimed when it exploded and he did not think, just dived. He scrabbled at the fuse, knew he was too late to extract it and so he dropped onto the shell, his belly smothering it, and his mind was screaming because he did not want to die. It will be quick, he thought, it will be quick, and at least he would not have to make decisions any more and no one else would be hurt and he cursed the shell because it was taking so long to explode and he was staring at Daniel Hagman who was staring back at him, eyes wide and the forgotten flute held just an inch from his mouth.


      “Stay there much longer,” Harper said in a voice that could not quite hide the strain he was feeling, “and you’ll hatch the bloody thing.”


      Hagman started to laugh, then Harris and Cooper and Harper joined in, and Sharpe climbed off the shell and saw that the wooden plug that held the fuse was blackened by fire, but somehow the fuse had gone out and he picked up the damned missile and hurled it out of the hole and listened to it clatter down the hill.


      “Sweet Jesus,” Sharpe said. He was sweating, shaking. He collapsed back against the wall and looked at his men who were weak with laughter. “Oh, God,” he said.


      “You’d have had a bellyache if that had popped, sir,” Hagman said and that started them all laughing again.


      Sharpe felt drained. “If you bastards have nothing better to do,” he said, “then take out the canteens. Give everyone a drink.” He was rationing the water like the food, but the day was hot and he knew everyone would be dry. He followed the riflemen outside. Vicente, who had no idea what had just happened, but only knew that a second shell had failed to explode, looked anxious. “What happened?”


      “Fuse went out,” Sharpe said, “just went out.”


      He went down to the northernmost redoubts and stared at the gun. How much bloody ammunition did the bastards have? The rate of fire had slowed a little, but that seemed more to do with the gunners’ weariness than a shortage of shells. He watched them load another round, did not bother to take cover and the shell exploded up behind the watchtower. The howitzer had recoiled eight or nine feet, much less than a field gun, and he watched as the gunners put their shoulders to the wheel and shoved it back into place. The air between Sharpe and the gun wavered because of the day’s heat, which was made more intense by a small grass fire ignited by the cannon’s blast. That had been happening all day and the howitzer’s muzzle flame had left a fan-shaped patch of scorched grass and ferns in front of the barrel. And then Sharpe saw something else, something that puzzled him, and he opened Christopher’s small telescope, cursing the loss of his own, and he steadied the barrel on a rock and stared intently and saw that an officer was crouching beside the gun wheel with an upraised hand. That odd pose had been what puzzled him. Why would a man crouch by the front of a gun’s wheels? And Sharpe could just see something else. Shadows. The ground there had been cleared, but the sun was now low in the sky and it was throwing long shadows and Sharpe could see that the cleared ground had been marked with two half-buried stones, each maybe the size of a twelve-pounder’s round shot, and that the officer was bringing the wheels right up to the two stones. When the wheels touched the stones he dropped his hand and the men went about the business of reloading.


      Sharpe frowned, thinking. Now why, on a fine sunny day, would the French artillery officer need to mark a place for his gun’s wheels? The wheels themselves, iron-rimmed, would leave gouges in the soil that would serve as markers for when the gun was repositioned after each shot, yet they had taken the trouble to put the stones there as well. He ducked down behind the wall as another blossom of smoke heralded a shell. This one fell fractionally short and the jagged-edged iron scraps rattled against the low stone walls that Sharpe’s men had built. Pendleton poked his head above the redoubt. “Why don’t they use round shot, sir?” he asked.


      “Howitzers don’t have round shot,” Sharpe said, “and it’s hard to fire a proper gun uphill.” He was brusque for he was wondering about those stones. Why put them there? Had he imagined them? But when he looked through the glass he could still see them.


      Then he saw the gunners walk away from the howitzer. A score of infantrymen had appeared, but they were merely a guard for the gun which was otherwise abandoned. “They’re having their supper,” Harper suggested. He had brought water for the men in the forward positions and now sat beside Sharpe. For a moment he looked embarrassed, then grinned. “That was a brave thing you did, sir.”


      “You’d have done the bloody same.”


      “I bloody wouldn’t,” Harper said vehemently. “I’d have been out of that bloody door like a scalded cat if my legs had bloody worked.” He saw the deserted gun. “So it’s over for the day?” he asked.


      “No,” Sharpe said, because he suddenly understood why the stones were there.


      And knew what he could do about it.
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      BRIGADIER VUILLARD, ensconced in the Quinta, poured himself a glass of Savages’ finest white port. His blue uniform jacket was unhooked and he had eased a button of his breeches to make space for the fine shoulder of mutton that he had shared with Christopher, a dozen officers and three women. The women were French, though certainly not wives, and one of them, whose golden hair glinted in the candlelight, had been seated next to Lieutenant Pelletieu who seemed unable to take his bespectacled eyes from a cleavage that was deep, soft, shadowed and streaked where sweat had made rivulets through the white powder on her skin. Her very presence had struck Pelletieu almost dumb, so that all the confidence he had shown on first meeting Vuillard had fled.


      The Brigadier, amused by the woman’s effect on the artillery officer, leaned forward to accept a candle from Major Dulong that he used to light a cigar. It was a warm night, the windows were open and a big pale moth fluttered about the candelabra at the table’s center. “Is it true,” Vuillard asked Christopher between the puffs that were needed to get the cigar properly alight, “that in England the women are expected to leave the supper table before the cigars are lit?”


      “Respectable women, yes.” Christopher took the toothpick from his mouth to answer.


      “Even respectable women, I would have thought, make attractive companions to a good smoke and a glass of port.” Vuillard, content that the cigar was drawing properly, leaned back and glanced down the table. “I have an idea,” he said genially, “that I know precisely who is going to answer the next question. What time is first light tomorrow?”


      There was a pause as the officers glanced at each other, then Pelletieu blushed. “Sunrise, sir,” he said, “will be at twenty minutes past four, but it will be light enough to see at ten minutes to four.”


      “So clever,” the blond, who was called Annette, whispered to him.


      “And the moon state?” Vuillard asked.


      Pelletieu blushed an even deeper red. “No moon to speak of, sir. The last full moon was on the thirtieth of April and the next will be…” His voice faded away as he became aware that the others about the table were amused by his erudition.


      “Do go on, Lieutenant,” Vuillard said.


      “On the twenty-ninth of this month, sir, so it’s a waxing moon in its first quarter, sir, and very slight. No illumination in it. Not now.”


      “I like a dark night,” Annette whispered to him.


      “You’re a veritable walking encyclopaedist, Lieutenant,” Vuillard said, “so tell me what damage your shells did today?”


      “Very little, sir, I’m afraid.” Pelletieu, almost overwhelmed by Annette’s perfume, looked as though he was about to faint. “That summit is prodigiously protected by boulders, sir. If they kept their heads down, sir, then they should have survived mostly intact, though I’m sure we killed one or two.”


      “Only one or two?”


      Pelletieu looked abashed. “We needed a mortar, sir.”


      Vuillard smiled. “When a man lacks instruments, Lieutenant, he uses what he has to hand. Isn’t that right, Annette?” He smiled, then took a fat watch from his waistcoat pocket and snapped open the lid. “How many rounds of shell do you have left?”


      “Thirty-eight, sir.”


      “Don’t use them all at once,” Vuillard said, then raised an eyebrow in mock surprise. “Don’t you have work to do, Lieutenant?” he asked. The work was to fire the howitzer through the night so that the ragged forces on the hilltop would get no sleep, then an hour before first light the gunfire would stop and Vuillard reckoned the enemy would all be asleep when his infantry attacked.


      Pelletieu scraped his chair back. “Of course, sir, and thank you, sir.”


      “Thank you?”


      “For the supper, sir.”


      Vuillard made a gracious gesture of acceptance. “I’m just sorry, Lieutenant, that you can’t stay for the entertainment. I’m sure Mademoiselle Annette would have liked to hear about your charges, your rammer and your sponge.”


      “She would, sir?” Pelletieu asked, surprised.


      “Go, Lieutenant,” Vuillard said, “just go.” The Lieutenant fled, pursued by the sound of laughter, and the Brigadier shook his head. “God knows where we find them,” he said. “We must pluck them from their cradles, wipe the mother’s milk from their lips and send them to war. Still, young Pelletieu knows his business.” He dangled the watch on its chain for a second, then thrust it into a pocket. “First light at ten minutes to four, Major,” he spoke to Dulong.


      “We’ll be ready,” Dulong said. He looked sour, the failure of the previous night’s attack still galling him. The bruise on his face was dark.


      “Ready and rested, I hope?” Vuillard said.


      “We’ll be ready,” Dulong said again.


      Vuillard nodded, but kept his watchful eyes on the infantry Major. “Amarante is taken,” he said, “which means some of Loison’s men can return to Oporto. With luck, Major, that means we shall have enough force to march south on Lisbon.”


      “I hope so, sir,” Dulong answered, uncertain where the conversation was going.


      “But General Heudelet’s division is still clearing the road to Vigo,” Vuillard went on, “Foy’s infantry is scouring the mountains of partisans, so our forces will still be stretched, Major, stretched. Even if we get Delaborde’s brigades back from General Loison and even with Lorges’s dragoons, we shall be stretched if we want to march on Lisbon.”


      “I’m sure we’ll succeed all the same,” Dulong said loyally.


      “But we need every man we can muster, Major, every man. And I do not want to detach valuable infantry to guard prisoners.”


      There was silence round the table. Dulong gave a small smile as he understood the implications of the Brigadier’s words, but he said nothing.


      “Do I make myself clear, Major?” Vuillard asked in a harder tone.


      “You do, sir,” Dulong said.


      “Bayonets fixed then,” Vuillard said, tapping ash from his cigar, “and use them, Major, use them well.”


      Dulong looked up, his grim face unreadable. “No prisoners, sir.” He did not inflect the words as a question.


      “That sounds like a very good idea,” Vuillard said, smiling. “Now go and get some sleep.”


      Major Dulong left and Vuillard poured more port. “War is cruel,” he said sententiously, “but cruelty is sometimes necessary. The rest of you”—he looked at the officers on both sides of the table—“can ready yourselves for the march back to Oporto. We should have this business finished by eight tomorrow morning, so shall we set a march time of ten o’clock?”


      For by then the watchtower on the hill would have fallen. The howitzer would keep Sharpe’s men awake by firing through the night and in the dawn, as the tired men fought off sleep and a wolf-gray light seeped across the world’s rim, Dulong’s well-trained infantry would go in for the kill.


      At dawn.
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      SHARPE HAD watched till the very last seep of twilight had gone from the hill, until there was nothing but bleak darkness, and only then, with Pendleton, Tongue and Harris as his companions, he edged past the outer stone wall and felt his way down the path. Harper had wanted to come, had even been upset at not being allowed to accompany Sharpe, but Harper would need to command the riflemen if Sharpe did not come back. Sharpe would have liked to take Hagman, but the old man was still not fully mended and so he had gone with Pendleton who was young, agile and cunning, and with Tongue and Harris who were both good shots and both intelligent. Each of them carried two rifles, but Sharpe had left his big cavalry sword with Harper for he knew that the heavy metal scabbard was likely to knock on stones and so betray his position.


      It was hard, slow work going down the hill. There was a thin suggestion of a moon, but stray clouds continually covered it and even when it showed clearly it had no power to light their path and so they felt their way down, saying nothing, groping ahead for each step and thereby making more noise than Sharpe liked, but the night was full of noises: insects, the sigh of the wind across the hill’s flank and the distant cry of a vixen. Hagman would have coped better, Sharpe thought, for he moved through the dark with the grace of a poacher, while all four of the riflemen going down the hill’s long slope were from towns. Pendleton, Sharpe knew, was from Bristol where he had joined the army rather than face transportation for being a pickpocket. Tongue, like Sharpe, came from London, but Sharpe could not remember where Harris had grown up and, when they stopped to catch their breath and search the darkness for any hint of light, Sharpe asked him.


      “Lichfield, sir,” Harris whispered, “where Samuel Johnson came from.”


      “Johnson?” Sharpe could not quite place the name. “Is he in the first battalion?”


      “Very much so, sir,” Harris whispered, and then they went on and, as the slope became less steep and they accustomed themselves to this blind journey, they became quieter. Sharpe was proud of them. They might not have been born to such a task, as Hagman had, but they had become stalkers and killers. They wore the green jacket.


      And then, after what seemed like an hour since they had left the watchtower, Sharpe saw what he expected to see. A glimmer of light. Just a glimmer that swiftly vanished, but it was yellow, and he knew it came from a screened lantern and that someone, a gunner probably, had drawn back the screen to throw a small wash of light, and then there was another light, this one red and tiny, and Sharpe knew it was the howitzer’s portfire. “Down,” he whispered. He watched the tiny red glow. It was further away than he would have liked, but there was plenty of time. “Close your eyes,” he hissed.


      They closed their eyes and, a moment later, the gun crashed its smoke, flame and shell into the night and Sharpe heard the missile trundle overhead and he saw a dull light on his closed eyelids, then he opened his eyes and could see nothing for a few seconds. He could smell the gunsmoke, though, and he saw the red portfire move as the gunner put it aside. “On!” he said, and they crept on down the hill, and the screened lantern blinked again as the gun crew pushed the howitzer’s wheels back to the two stones which marked the place where they could be sure that, despite the darkness, the gun would be accurate. That was the realization that had come to Sharpe at sunset, the reason why they had marked the ground, because in the night the French gunners needed an easy method for realigning the howitzer and the two big stones made better markers than gouges in the soil. So he had known this night firing was going to happen and knew exactly what he could do about it.


      It was a long time before the howitzer fired again, and by then Sharpe and his men were two hundred paces away and not much higher than the gun. Sharpe had expected the second shot much sooner, then he realized that the gunners would probably space their shells through the short night to keep his men awake and that would mean a long time between shots. “Harris? Tongue?” he whispered. “Off to the right. If you get into trouble, get the hell back up to Harper. Pendleton? Come on.” He led the youngster away to the left, crouching as he moved, feeling his way through the rocks until he reckoned he had gone about fifty paces from the path and then he settled Pendleton behind a boulder and positioned himself behind a low gorse bush. “You know what to do.”


      “Yes, sir.”


      “So enjoy it.”


      Sharpe was enjoying himself. It surprised him to realize it, but he was. There was a joy in thus foxing the enemy, though perhaps the enemy had expected what was about to happen and was ready for it. But this was no time to worry, just time to spread some confusion, and he waited and waited until he was certain he was wrong and that the gunners would not fire again, and then the whole night was split apart by a tongue of white flame, bright and long, that was immediately swallowed by the cloud of smoke and Sharpe had a sudden glimpse of the gun bucking back on its trail, its big wheels spinning a foot high in the air, and then his night vision was gone, seared from his eyes by the bright stab of fire, and he waited again, only this time it was just a few seconds before he saw the yellow glow of the unshielded lantern and he knew the gunners were manhandling the howitzer’s wheels toward the stones.


      He aimed at the lantern. His vision was smeared by the aftereffects of the fire, but he could see the square of lamplight clearly enough. He was just about to squeeze the trigger when one of his men on the right of the path fired and the lantern was dropped, its shielding fell away and Sharpe could see two dark figures half lit by the new and brighter light. He edged the rifle left and pulled the trigger, heard Pendleton fire, then he snatched up the second rifle and aimed again into the pool of light. A Frenchman jumped forward to extinguish the lantern and three rifles, one of them Sharpe’s, sounded at the same time and the man was snatched backward and Sharpe heard a loud clang like a cracked bell ringing and knew one of the bullets had hit the howitzer’s barrel.


      Then the light went out. “Come on!” Sharpe called to Pendleton and the two of them ran further to their left. They could hear the French shouting, one man gasping and moaning, then a louder voice calling for silence. “Down!” Sharpe whispered and the two went to ground and Sharpe began the laborious business of loading his two rifles in the dark. He saw a small flame burning back where he and Pendleton had been and he knew that the wadding from one of their rifles had started a small grass fire. It flickered for a few seconds, then he saw dark shapes nearby and guessed that the French infantry who had been guarding the gun were out looking for whoever had just fired the shots, but the searchers found nothing, trampled the small fire dead and went back to the trees.


      There was another pause. Sharpe could hear the murmur of voices and reckoned the French were discussing what to do next. The answer came soon enough when he heard the trampling of feet and he deduced that the infantry had been sent to scour the nearer hillside, but in the dark they merely blundered through the ferns and cursed whenever they tripped on rocks or became entangled by gorse. Officers and sergeants snarled and snapped at the men who were too sensible to spread out and get lost or maybe ambushed in the darkness. After a while they trailed back to the trees and there was another long wait, though Sharpe could hear the clatter of the howitzer’s rammer as it shoved and scraped the next shell home.


      The French probably thought their attackers were gone, he decided. No shots had come for a long time and their own infantry had made a perfunctory search, and the French were probably feeling safer, for the gunner foolishly tried to revive the portfire by whipping it back and forth a couple of times until its tip glowed a brighter red. He did not need the extra heat to light the reed in the touchhole, but rather to see the touchhole, and it was his death sentence for he then blew on the tip of the slow match held in the portfire’s jaws, and either Harris or Tongue shot him, and even Sharpe jumped with surprise when the rifle shot blistered the night and he had a glimpse of flame far off to his right, and then the French infantry were forming ranks, the fallen portfire was snatched up and, just as the howitzer fired, so the muskets hammered a crude volley in the direction of Tongue and Harris.


      And the grass fires started again. One sprang up just in front of the howitzer and two smaller fires were ignited by the wadding of the French muskets. Sharpe, his eyes still dazzled by the gun’s big flame, nevertheless could see the crew heaving at the wheels and he slid the rifle forward. He fired, changed weapons and fired again, aiming at the dark knot of men straining at the nearest gun wheel. He saw one fall away. Pendleton fired. Two more shots came from the right and the grass fires were spreading and then the infantry realized that the flames were illuminating the gunners, making them targets, and they frantically stamped out the small fires, but not before Pendleton had fired his second rifle and Sharpe saw another gunner spin away from the howitzer, then a last shot came from Tongue or Harris before the flames were at last extinguished.


      Sharpe and Pendleton went back fifty paces before reloading. “We hurt them that time,” Sharpe said. Small groups of Frenchmen, emboldening themselves with loud shouts, darted forward to search the slope again, but again found nothing.


      He stayed another half-hour, fired four more times and then went back to the hilltop, a journey which, in the dark, took almost two hours, though it was easier than going down for there was just enough light in the sky to show the outline of the hill and the broken stub of the watchtower. Tongue and Harris followed an hour later, hissing the password up at the sentry before coming excitedly into the fort where they told the tale of their exploit.


      The howitzer fired twice more during the night. The first shot rattled the lower slope with canister and the second, a shell, cracked the night with flame and smoke just to the east of the watchtower. No one got much sleep, but Sharpe would have been surprised if anyone had slept well after the day’s ordeal. And just before dawn, when the eastern edge of the world was a gray glow, he went round to make sure everyone was awake. Harper was laying a fire beside the watchtower wall. Sharpe had forbidden any fires during the night, for the flames would have given the French gunners an excellent aiming mark, but now that the daylight was coming it would be safe to brew up some tea. “We can stay here forever,” Harper had said, “so long as we can stew some tea, sir. But run out of tea and we’ll have to surrender.”


      The gray streak in the east spread, lightening at its base. Vicente shivered beside Sharpe for the night had turned surprisingly cold. “You think they’re coming?” Vicente asked.


      “They’re coming,” Sharpe said. He knew that the howitzer’s ammunition supply was not endless, and there could only have been one reason to keep the gun working through the night and that was to fray his men’s nerves so that they would be easy meat for a morning attack.


      And that meant the French would come at dawn.


      And the light grew, wan and gray and pale as death, and the tops of the highest clouds were already golden red as the light changed from gray to white and white to gold and gold to red.


      And then the killing began.
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      “SIR! MISTER Sharpe!”


      “I see them!” Dark shapes melding into the dark shadows of the northern slope. It was French infantry or, perhaps, dismounted dragoons, coming to attack. “Rifles! Make ready!” There were clicks as Baker rifles were cocked. “Your men don’t fire, understand?” Sharpe said to Vicente. “Of course,” Vicente said. The muskets would be hopelessly inaccurate at anything more than sixty paces so Sharpe would keep the Portuguese volley as a final defense and let his riflemen teach the French the advantages of the seven lands and seven grooves twisting the quarter turn in the rifle barrels. Vicente was bouncing up and down on the balls of his feet, betraying the nervousness he felt. He fingered one end of his small mustache and licked his lips. “We wait till they reach that white rock, yes?” “Yes,” Sharpe said, “and why don’t you shave that mustache off?” Vicente stared at him. “Why don’t I shave my mustache?” He could scarcely believe his ears.


      “Shave it off,” Sharpe said. “You’d look older. Less like a lawyer. Luis would do it for you.” He had successfully taken Vicente’s mind off his worries, and now he looked east where a mist hung over the low ground. No threat from there, he reckoned, and he had four of his riflemen watching the southern path, but only four because he was fairly certain that the French would concentrate their troops on one side of the hill and, once he was absolutely certain of that, he would bring those four back across to the northern side and let a couple of Vicente’s men guard the southern path. “When you’re ready, lads!” Sharpe called. “But don’t fire high!”


      Sharpe did not know it, but the French were late. Dulong had wanted his men closed up on the summit approach before the horizon turned gray, but it had taken longer than he anticipated to climb the dark slope and, besides, his men were befuddled and tired after a night of chasing phantoms. Except the phantoms were real and had killed one gunner, wounded three more and put the fear of God into the rest of the artillery crew. Dulong, ordered to take no prisoners, felt some respect for the men he faced.


      And then the massacre began.


      It was a massacre. The French had muskets, the British had rifles, and the French had to converge on the narrow ridge that climbed to the small summit plateau and once on the ridge they were easy meat for the rifles. Six men went down in the first few seconds and Dulong’s response was to lead the others on, to overwhelm the fort with manpower, but more rifles cracked, more smoke drifted from the hilltop, more bullets thumped home and Dulong understood what he had only appreciated before through lectures: the menace of a rifled barrel. At a range where a full battalion musket volley was unlikely to kill a single man, the British rifles were deadly. The bullets, he noticed, made a different sound. There was a barely detectable shriek in their whiplike menace. The guns themselves did not cough like a musket, but had a snap to their report, and a man struck by a rifle bullet was thrown back further than he would have been by a musket ball. Dulong could see the riflemen now, for they stood up in their rock pits to reload their damned guns, ignoring the threat of the howitzer’s shells that sporadically arced over the French infantry’s heads to explode on the crest. Dulong shouted at his men to fire at the green-jacketed enemy, but the musket shots sounded feeble and the balls went wide and still the rifle shots slashed home and his men were reluctant to climb onto the narrow part of the ridge so Dulong, knowing that example was all, and reckoning that a lucky man might possibly survive the rifle fire and reach the redoubts, decided to set an example. He shouted at his men to follow, drew his saber and charged. “For France,” he cried, “for the Emperor!”


      “Cease fire!” Sharpe shouted.


      Not one man had followed Dulong, not one. He came alone and Sharpe recognized the Frenchman’s bravery and, to show it, he stepped forward and raised his sword in a formal salute.


      Dulong saw the salute, checked and turned and saw he was alone. He looked back to Sharpe, raised his own saber, then sheathed it with a violent thrust that betrayed the disgust he felt at his men’s reluctance to die for the Emperor. He nodded at Sharpe, then walked away, and twenty minutes later the rest of the French were gone from the hill. Vicente’s men had been formed in two ranks on the tower’s open terrace, ready to fire a volley that had not been needed, and two of them had been killed by a howitzer shell, and another shell had slammed a piece of its casing into Gataker’s leg, gouging a bloody path down his right thigh, but leaving the bone unbroken. Sharpe had not even registered that the howitzer had been firing during the attack, but it had stopped now, the sun was fully risen and the valleys were flooded by light and Sergeant Harper, his rifle barrel fouled by powder deposits and hot from firing, had made the day’s first pot of tea.

    

  


  
    
      Chapter 7

    


    
      IT WAS JUST BEFORE MIDDAY when a French soldier climbed the hill carrying a white flag of truce tied to the muzzle of his musket. Two officers accompanied him, one in French infantry blue and the other, Colonel Christopher, in his red British uniform jacket with its black facings and cuffs.


      Sharpe and Vicente went to meet the two officers who had advanced a dozen paces ahead of the glum-looking man with the white flag and Vicente was forcibly struck by the resemblance between Sharpe and the French infantry officer, who was a tall, black-haired man with a scar on his right cheek and a bruise across the bridge of his nose. His ragged blue uniform bore the green-fringed epaulettes that showed he was a light infantryman and his flared shako was fronted with a white metal plate stamped with the French eagle and the number 31. The badge was surmounted by a plume of red and white feathers which looked new and fresh compared to the Frenchman’s stained and threadbare uniform.


      “We’ll kill the Frog first,” Sharpe said to Vicente, “because he’s the dangerous bugger, and then we’ll fillet Christopher slowly.”


      “Sharpe!” the lawyer in Vicente was shocked. “They’re under a flag of truce!”


      They stopped a few paces from Colonel Christopher, who took a toothpick from his lips and chucked it away. “How are you, Sharpe?” he asked genially, then held up a hand to stay any answer. “Give me a moment, will you?” the Colonel said and one-handedly clicked open a tinderbox, struck a light and drew on a cigar. When it was burning satisfactorily he closed the tinderbox’s lid on the small flames and smiled. “Fellow with me is called Major Dulong. He don’t speak a word of English, but he wanted to have a look at you.”


      Sharpe looked at Dulong, recognized him as the officer who had led so bravely up the hill, and then felt sorry that a good man had climbed back up the hill alongside a traitor. A traitor and a thief. “Where’s my telescope?” he demanded of Christopher.


      “Back down the hill,” Christopher said carelessly. “You can have it later.” He drew on the cigar and looked at the French bodies among the rocks. “Brigadier Vuillard has been a mite over eager, wouldn’t you say? Cigar?”


      “No.”


      “Please yourself.” The Colonel sucked deep. “You’ve done well, Sharpe, proud of you. The 31st Léger”—he jerked his head toward Dulong—“ain’t used to losing. You showed the damn Frogs how an Englishman fights, eh?”


      “And how Irishmen fight,” Sharpe said, “and Scots, Welsh and Portuguese.”


      “Decent of you to remember the uglier breeds,” Christopher said, “but it’s over now, Sharpe, all over. Time to pack up and go. Frogs are offering you honors of war and all that. March out with your guns shouldered, your colors flying and let bygones be bygones. They ain’t happy, Sharpe, but I persuaded them.”


      Sharpe looked at Dulong again and he wondered if there was a look of warning in the Frenchman’s eyes. Dulong had said nothing, but just stood a pace behind Christopher and two paces to the side and Sharpe suspected the Major was distancing himself from Christopher’s errand. Sharpe looked back to Christopher. “You think I’m a damned fool, don’t you?” he retorted.


      Christopher ignored the comment. “I don’t think you’ve time to reach Lisbon. Cradock will be gone in a day or two and his army with him. They’re going home, Sharpe. Back to England, so probably the best thing for you to do is wait in Oporto. The French have agreed to repatriate all British citizens and a ship will probably be sailing from there within a week or two and you and your fellows can be aboard.”


      “Will you be aboard?” Sharpe asked.


      “I very well might, Sharpe, thank you for asking. And if you’ll forgive me for sounding immodest I rather fancy I shall sail home to a hero’s welcome. The man who brought peace to Portugal! There has to be a knighthood in that, don’t you think? Not that I care, of course, but I’m sure Kate will enjoy being Lady Christopher.”


      “If you weren’t under a flag of truce,” Sharpe said, “I’d disembowel you here and now. I know what you’ve been doing. Dinner parties with French generals? Bringing them here so they could snap us up? You’re a bloody traitor, Christopher, nothing but a bloody traitor.” The vehemence of his tone brought a small smile to Major Dulong’s grim face.


      “Oh dear.” Christopher looked pained. “Oh dear me, dear me.” He stared at a nearby French corpse for a few seconds, then shook his head. “I’ll overlook your impertinence, Sharpe. I suppose that damned servant of mine found his way to you? He did? Thought as much. Luis has an unrivaled talent for misunderstanding circumstances.” He drew on his cigar, then blew a plume of smoke that was whirled away on the wind. “I was sent here, Sharpe, by His Majesty’s government with instructions to discover whether Portugal was worth fighting for, whether it was worth an effusion of British blood and I concluded, and I’ve no doubt you will disagree with me, that it was not. So I obeyed the second part of my remit, which was to secure terms from the French. Not terms of surrender, Sharpe, but of settlement. We shall withdraw our forces and they will withdraw theirs, though for form’s sake they will be allowed to march a token division through the streets of Lisbon. Then they’re going: bonsoir, adieu and au revoir. By the end of July there will not be one foreign soldier remaining on Portugal’s soil. That is my achievement, Sharpe, and it was necessary to dine with French generals, French marshals and French officials to secure it.” He paused, as if expecting some reaction, but Sharpe just looked skeptical and Christopher sighed. “That is the truth, Sharpe, however hard you may find it to believe, but remember ‘there are more things in…’ ”


      “I know,” Sharpe interrupted. “More things in heaven and earth than I bloody know about, but what the hell were you doing here?” His voice was angry now. “And you’ve been wearing a French uniform. Luis told me.”


      “Can’t usually wear this red coat behind French lines, Sharpe,” Christopher said, “and civilian clothes don’t exactly command respect these days, so yes, I do sometimes wear a French uniform. It’s a ruse de guerre, Sharpe, a ruse de guerre.”


      “A ruse of bloody nothing,” Sharpe snarled. “Those bastards have been trying to kill my men, and you brought them here!”


      “Oh, Sharpe,” Christopher said sadly. “We needed somewhere quiet to sign the memorandum of agreement, some place where the mob could not express its crude opinions and so I offered the Quinta. I confess I did not consider your predicament as thoroughly as I should and that is my fault. I am sorry.” He even offered Sharpe the hint of a bow. “The French came here, they deemed your presence a trap and, against my advice, attempted to attack you. I apologize again, Sharpe, most profusely, but it’s over now. You are free to leave, you do not offer a surrender, you do not yield your weapons, you march out with your head held high and you will go with my sincerest congratulations and, naturally, I shall make quite certain that your Colonel learns of your achievement here.” He waited for Sharpe’s answer and, when none came, smiled. “And, of course,” he went on, “I shall be honored to return your telescope. I clean forgot to bring it with me just now.”


      “You forgot nothing, you bastard,” Sharpe growled.


      “Sharpe,” Christopher said reprovingly, “try not to be brutish. Try to understand that diplomacy employs subtlety, intelligence and, yes, deceit. And try to understand that I have negotiated your freedom. You may leave the hill in triumph.”


      Sharpe stared into Christopher’s face which seemed so guileless, so pleased to be the bearer of this news. “And what happens if we stay?” he asked.


      “I have not the foggiest idea,” Christopher said, “but of course I shall try to find out if that is, indeed, your wish. But my guess, Sharpe, is that the French will construe such stubbornness as a hostile gesture. There are, sadly, folk in this country who will oppose our settlement. They are misguided people who would prefer to fight rather than accept a negotiated peace, and if you stay here then that encourages their foolishness. My own suspicion is that if you insist upon staying, and thus break the terms of our agreement, the French will bring mortars from Oporto and do their best to persuade you to leave.” He drew on the cigar, then flinched as a raven pecked at the eyes of a nearby corpse. “Major Dulong would like to collect these men.” He gestured with the cigar toward the bodies left by Sharpe’s riflemen.


      “He’s got one hour,” Sharpe said, “and he can bring ten men, none of them armed. And tell him some of my men will be on the hill, and they won’t be armed either.”


      Christopher frowned. “Why would your men need to be on the open hillside?” he asked.


      “Because we’ve got to bury our dead,” Sharpe said, “and it’s all rock up there.”


      Christopher drew on the cigar. “I think it would be much better, Sharpe,” he said gently, “if you brought your men down now.”


      Sharpe shook his head. “I’ll think about it,” he said.


      “You’ll think about it?” Christopher repeated, looking irritated now. “And how long, might I ask, will it take you to think about it?”


      “As long as it takes,” Sharpe said, “and I can be a very slow thinker.”


      “You have one hour, Lieutenant,” Christopher said, “precisely one hour.” He spoke in French to Dulong who nodded at Sharpe, who nodded back, then Christopher threw away the half-smoked cigar, turned on his heel and went.
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      “HE’S LYING,” Sharpe said.


      Vicente was less certain. “You can be sure of that?”


      “I’ll tell you why I’m sure,” Sharpe said, “the bugger didn’t give me an order. This is the army. You don’t suggest, you order. Do this, do that, but he didn’t. He’s given me orders before, but not today.”


      Vicente translated for the benefit of Sergeant Macedo who, with Harper, had been invited to listen to Sharpe’s report. Both sergeants, like Vicente, looked troubled, but they said nothing. “Why,” Vicente asked, “would he not give you an order?”


      “Because he wants me to walk off this hilltop of my own accord, because what’s going to happen down there isn’t pretty. Because he was lying.”


      “You can’t be sure of that,” Vicente said sternly, sounding more like the lawyer he had been rather than the soldier he now was.


      “We can’t be sure of bloody anything,” Sharpe grumbled.


      Vicente looked into the east. “The guns have stopped at Amarante. Maybe there is peace?”


      “And why would there be peace?” Sharpe asked. “Why did the French come here in the first place?”


      “To stop us trading with Britain,” Vicente said.


      “So why withdraw now? The trading will start again. They haven’t finished the job and it isn’t like the French to give up so quick.”


      Vicente thought for a few seconds. “Perhaps they know they will lose too many men? The further they go into Portugal the more enemies they make and the longer the supply roads they have to protect. Perhaps they are being sensible.”


      “They’re bloody Frogs,” Sharpe said, “they don’t know the meaning of the word. And there’s something else. Christopher didn’t show me any bits of paper, did he? No agreement signed and sealed.”


      Vicente considered that argument, then nodded to acknowledge its force. “If you like,” he said, “I will go down and ask to see the paper.”


      “There isn’t a piece of paper,” Sharpe said, “and none of us are going off this hilltop.”


      Vicente paused. “Is that an order, senhor?”


      “That is an order,” Sharpe said. “We’re staying.”


      “Then we stay,” Vicente said. He clapped Macedo on the shoulder and the two went back to their men so Vicente could tell them what had happened.


      Harper sat beside Sharpe. “Are you sure now?”


      “Of course I’m not bloody sure, Pat,” Sharpe said testily, “but I think he’s lying. He never even asked me how many casualties we had up here! If he was on our side he’d ask that, wouldn’t he?”


      Harper shrugged as if he could not answer that question. “So what happens if we leave?”


      “They make us prisoners. March us off to bloody France.”


      “Or send us home?”


      “If the war is over, Pat, they’ll send us home, but if the war is over then someone else will tell us. A Portuguese official, someone. Not him, not Christopher. And if the fighting’s over, why give us just an hour? We’d have the rest of our lives to get off this hill, not one hour.” Sharpe stared down the slope where the last of the French bodies was being removed by a squad of infantrymen who had climbed the path with a flag of truce and no weapons. Dulong had led them and he had thought to bring two spades so that Sharpe’s men could bury their corpses: the two Portuguese killed by the howitzer in the dawn attack and Rifleman Donnelly who had been lying on the hilltop under a pile of stones ever since Sharpe had beaten Dulong’s men off the summit.


      Vicente had sent Sergeant Macedo and three men to dig his two graves and Sharpe had given the second spade to Williamson. “Digging the grave will be the end of your punishment,” he had said. Ever since the confrontation in the wood Sharpe had been giving Williamson extra duties, keeping the man busy and trying to wear his spirit down, but Sharpe reckoned Williamson had been punished enough. “And leave your rifle here,” Sharpe added. Williamson had snatched the spade, dropped his rifle with unnecessary force and, accompanied by Dodd and Harris, gone downhill to where there was enough soil above the rock to make an adequate grave. Harper and Slattery had carried the dead man down from the hilltop and rolled him into the hole and then Harper had said a prayer and Slattery had bowed his head and now Williamson, stripped to his shirtsleeves, was shoveling the soil back into the grave while Dodd and Harris watched the French carry their last casualties away.


      Harper also watched the French. “What happens if they bring a mortar?” he asked.


      “We’re buggered,” Sharpe said, “but a lot can happen before a mortar gets here.”


      “What?”


      “I don’t know,” Sharpe said irritably. He really did not know, any more than he knew what to do. Christopher had been very persuasive and it was only a streak of stubbornness in Sharpe that made him so certain the Colonel was lying. That and the look in Major Dulong’s eyes. “Maybe I’m wrong, Pat, maybe I’m wrong. Trouble is I like it here.”


      Harper smiled. “You like it here?”


      “I like being away from the army. Captain Hogan’s all right, but the rest? I can’t stand the rest.”


      “Jack puddings,” Harper said flatly, meaning officers.


      “I’m better on my own,” Sharpe said, “and out here I’m on my own. So we’re staying.”


      “Aye,” Harper said, “and I think you’re right.”


      “You do?” Sharpe sounded surprised.


      “I do,” Harper said, “mind you, my mother never reckoned I was any good at thinking.”


      Sharpe laughed. “Go and clean your rifle, Pat.”


      Cooper had boiled a can of water and some of the riflemen used it to swill out their weapons’ barrels. Every shot left a little layer of caked powder that would eventually build up and make the rifle unusable, but hot water dissolved the residue. Some riflemen preferred to piss down the barrel. Hagman used the boiling water, then scraped at his barrel with his ramrod. “You want me to clean yours, sir?” he asked Sharpe.


      “It’ll wait, Dan,” Sharpe said, then saw Sergeant Macedo and his men come back and he wondered where his own gravediggers were and so he went to the northernmost redoubt from where he could see Harris and Dodd stamping the earth down over Donnelly’s body while Williamson leaned on the spade. “Aren’t you finished?” Sharpe shouted at them. “Hurry!”


      “Coming, sir!” Harris called, and he and Dodd picked up their jackets and started up the hill. Williamson hefted the spade, looked as if he was about to follow and then, quite suddenly, turned and ran down the hill.


      “Jesus!” Harper appeared beside Sharpe and raised his rifle.


      Sharpe pushed it down. He was not trying to save Williamson’s life, but there was a truce on the hill and even a single rifle shot could be construed as breaking the truce and the howitzer could answer the shot while Dodd and Harris were still on the open slope.


      “The bastard!” Hagman watched Williamson run recklessly down the hill as though he was trying to outrun the expected bullet. Sharpe felt a terrible sense of failure. He had not liked Williamson, but even so it was the officer who had failed when a man ran. The officer would not get punished, of course, and the man, if he were ever caught, would be shot, but Sharpe knew that this was his failure. It was a reproof to his command.


      Harper saw the stricken look on Sharpe’s face and did not understand it. “We’re best off without the bastard, sir,” he said.


      Dodd and Harris looked dumbfounded and Harris even turned as if he wanted to chase Williamson until Sharpe called him back. “I should never have sent Williamson to do that job,” he said bitterly.


      “Why not?” Harper said. “You weren’t to know he’d run.”


      “I don’t like losing men,” Sharpe said bitterly.


      “It’s not your fault!” Harper protested.


      “Then whose is it?” Sharpe asked angrily. Williamson had vanished into the French ranks, presumably to join Christopher, and the only small consolation was that he had not been able to take his rifle with him. But it was still failure, and Sharpe knew it. “Best get under cover,” he told Harper. “Because they’ll start that damn gun again soon.”


      The howitzer fired ten minutes before the hour was up, though as no one on the hilltop possessed a watch they did not realize it. The shell struck a boulder just below the lowest redoubt and ricocheted up into the sky where it exploded in a gout of gray smoke, flame and whistling shards of shattered casing. One scrap of hot iron buried itself in the stock of Dodd’s rifle, the rest rattled on rocks.


      Sharpe, still reproaching himself for Williamson’s desertion, was watching the main road in the far valley. There was dust there and he could just make out horsemen riding from the northwest, from the Oporto road. Was it a mortar coming? If it was, he thought, then he would have to think about making an escape. Maybe, if they went fast, they could break through the dragoon cordon to the west and get into the high ground where the rocky terrain would make things hard for horsemen, but it would likely prove a bloody passage for the first half-mile. Unless he could try it at night? But if that was a mortar approaching then it would be in action long before nightfall. He stared at the distant road, cursing the shortcomings of Christopher’s telescope, and persuaded himself that he could see no kind of vehicle, whether gun carriage or mortar wagon, among the horsemen, but they were very far off and he could not be certain.


      “Mister Sharpe, sir?” It was Dan Hagman. “Can I have a go at the bastards?”


      Sharpe was still brooding over his failure and his first instinct was to tell the old poacher not to waste his time. Then he became aware of the odd atmosphere on the hill. His men were embarrassed because of Williamson. Many of them probably feared that Sharpe, in his anger, would punish them all for one man’s sin, and others, very few, might have wanted to follow Williamson, but most probably felt that the desertion was a reproach to them all. They were a unit, they were friends, they were proud of each other, and one of them had deliberately thrown that comradeship away. Yet now Hagman was offering to restore some of that pride and Sharpe nodded. “Go on, Dan,” he said, “but only you. Only Hagman!” he called to the other riflemen. He knew that they would all love to blaze away at the gun crew, but the distance was prodigious, right at the very end of a rifle’s range, and only Hagman had the skill to even come close.


      Sharpe looked again at the distant dust cloud, but the horses had turned onto the smaller track that led to Vila Real de Zedes and, head on, he could not see whether they escorted any vehicle so he trained the glass on the howitzer’s crew and saw they were ramming a new shell down the stubby barrel. “Get under cover!”


      Hagman alone stayed in the open. He was loading his rifle, first pouring powder from his horn into the barrel. Most of the time he would have used a cartridge which had powder and ball conveniently wrapped in waxed paper, but for this kind of shot, at seven hundred yards, he would use the high-quality powder carried in the horn. He used slightly more than was provided in a cartridge and, when the barrel was charged, he laid the weapon aside and took out the handful of loose bullets that nestled among the tea leaves at the bottom of his cartridge pouch. The enemy shell went just wide of the watchtower and exploded harmlessly over the steep western slope and, though the noise buffeted the eardrums and the broken casing rattled angrily against the stones, Hagman did not even look up. He was using the middle finger of his right hand to roll the bullets one by one in the palm of his left hand, and when he was sure he had found the most perfectly shaped ball, he put the others away and picked up his rifle again. At the back of the stock there was a small cavity covered with a brass lid. The cavity had two compartments; the larger held the rifle’s cleaning tools while the smaller was filled with patches made of thin and flexible leather that had been smeared with lard. He took one of the patches, closed the brass lid and saw Vicente was watching him closely. He grinned. “Slow old business, sir, isn’t it?”


      Now he wrapped the bullet in the patch so that, when the rifle fired, the expanding bullet would force the leather into the barrel’s lands. The leather also stopped any of the gasses escaping past the bullet and so concentrated the powder’s force. He pushed the leather-wrapped ball into the barrel, then used the rammer to force it down. It was hard work and he grimaced with the effort, then nodded his thanks as Sharpe took over. Sharpe put the butt end of the steel ramrod against a rock and eased the rifle slowly forward until he felt the bullet crunch against the powder. He took out the ramrod, slid it into the hoops under the barrel and gave the gun back to Hagman who used powder from his horn to prime the pan. He smoothed the priming with a blackened index finger, lowered the frizzen and grinned again at Vicente. “She’s like a woman, sir,” Hagman said, patting the rifle, “take care of her and she’ll take care of you.”


      “You’ll notice he let Mister Sharpe do the ramming, sir,” Harper said guilelessly.


      Vicente laughed and Sharpe suddenly remembered the horsemen and he snatched up the small telescope and trained it on the road leading into the village, but all that was left of the newcomers was the dust thrown up by their horses’ hooves. They were hidden by the trees around the Quinta and so he could not tell whether the horsemen had brought a mortar. He swore. Well, he would learn soon enough.


      Hagman lay on his back, his feet toward the enemy, then pillowed the back of his neck against a rock. His ankles were crossed and he was using the angle between his boots as a rest for the rifle’s muzzle and, because the weapon was just under four feet long, he had to curl his torso awkwardly to bring the stock into his shoulder. He settled at last, the rifle’s brass butt at his shoulder and its barrel running the length of his body and, though the pose looked clumsy, it was favored by marksmen because it held the rifle so rigidly. “Wind, sir?”


      “Left to right, Dan,” Sharpe said, “very light.”


      “Very light,” Hagman repeated softly, then he pulled back the flint. The swan-neck cock made a slight creaking noise as it compressed the mainspring, then there was a click as the pawl took the strain and Hagman hinged the backsight up as high as it would go, then lined its notch with the blade-sight dovetailed at the muzzle. He had to lower his head awkwardly to see down the barrel. He took a breath, let it half out and held it. The other men on the hilltop also held their breath.


      Hagman made some tiny adjustments, edging the barrel to the left and drawing the stock down to give the weapon more elevation. It was not only an impossibly long shot, but he was firing downhill which was notoriously difficult. No one moved. Sharpe was watching the howitzer crew through the telescope. The gunner was just bringing the portfire to the breech and Sharpe knew he should interrupt Hagman’s concentration and order his men to take cover, but just then Hagman pulled his trigger, the crack of the rifle startled birds up from the hillside, smoke wreathed about the rocks and Sharpe saw the gunner spin round and the portfire drop as the man clutched his right thigh. He staggered for a few seconds, then fell.


      “Right thigh, Dan,” Sharpe said, knowing that Hagman could not see through the smoke of his rifle, “and you put him down. Under cover! All of you! Quick!” Another gunner had snatched up the portfire.


      They scrambled behind rocks and flinched as the shell exploded on the face of a big boulder. Sharpe slapped Hagman’s back. “Unbelievable, Dan!”


      “I was aiming for his chest, sir.”


      “You spoiled his day, Dan,” Harper said. “You spoiled his bloody day.” The other riflemen were congratulating Hagman. They were proud of him, delighted that the old man was back on his feet and as good as ever. And the shot had somehow compensated for Williamson’s treachery. They were an elite again, they were riflemen.


      “Do it again, sir?” Hagman asked Sharpe.


      “Why not?” Sharpe said. If a mortar did come then its crew would be frightened if they discovered they were within range of the deadly rifles.


      Hagman began the laborious process all over again, but no sooner had he wrapped the next bullet in its leather patch than, to Sharpe’s astonishment, the howitzer’s trail was lifted onto the limber and the gun was dragged away into the trees. For a moment Sharpe was exultant, then he feared that the French were simply taking away the howitzer so that the mortar could use the cleared patch of land. He waited with a heavy sense of dread, but no mortar appeared. No one appeared. Even the infantry who had been posted close to the howitzer had gone back into the trees and, for the first time since Sharpe had retreated to the watchtower, the northern slope was deserted. Dragoons still patrolled to the east and west, but after a half-hour they too rode north toward the village.


      “What’s happening?” Vicente asked.


      “God knows.”


      Then, suddenly, Sharpe saw the whole French force, the gun, the cavalry and the infantry, and they were all marching away down the road from Vila Real de Zedes. They must be going back to Oporto and he gazed, dumbfounded, not daring to believe what he saw. “It’s a trick,” Sharpe said, “has to be.” He gave the telescope to Vicente.


      “Maybe it is peace?” Vicente suggested after he had stared at the retreating French. “Maybe the fighting really is over. Why else would they go?”


      “They’re going, sir,” Harper said, “that’s all that matters.” He had taken the glass from Vicente and could see a farm wagon loaded with the French wounded. “Jesus, Mary and Joseph,” he exulted, “but they’re going!”


      But why? Was it peace? Had the horsemen, whom Sharpe had feared were escorting a mortar, brought a message instead? An order to retreat? Or was it a trick? Were the French hoping he would go down to the village and so give the dragoons a chance to attack his men on level ground? He was as confused as ever.


      “I’m going down,” he said. “Me, Cooper, Harris, Perkins, Cresacre and Sims.” He deliberately named the last two because they had been friends of Williamson and if any men were likely to follow the deserter it was those two and he wanted to show them he still trusted them. “The rest of you stay here.”


      “I would like to come,” Vicente said and, when he saw Sharpe was about to refuse, he explained. “The village, senhor. I want to see the village. I want to see what happened to our people.”


      Vicente, like Sharpe, took five men; Sergeant Harper and Sergeant Macedo were left in charge on the hilltop, and Sharpe’s patrol set off down the hill. They went past the great fanshaped scorch mark which showed where the howitzer had been fired and Sharpe half expected a volley to blast from the wood, but no gun sounded and then he was under the shade of the trees. He and Cooper led, going stealthily, watching for an ambush among the laurels, birch and oak, but they were undisturbed. They followed the path to the Quinta which had its blue shutters closed against the sun and looked quite undamaged. A tabby cat washed itself on the sun-warmed cobbles beneath the stable arch and paused to stare indignantly at the soldiers, then went back to its ablutions. Sharpe tried the kitchen door, but it was locked. He thought of breaking it down, then decided to leave it and led the men round to the front of the house instead. The front door was locked, the driveway deserted. He backed slowly away from the Quinta, watching the shutters, almost expecting them to be thrown open to loose a blast of musketry, but the big house slept on in the early-afternoon warmth.


      “I think it’s empty, sir,” Harris said, though he sounded nervous.


      “I reckon you’re right,” Sharpe agreed and he turned and walked on down the drive. The gravel crunched under his boots so he moved to the verge and signaled that his men should do the same. The day was hot and still, even the birds were silent.


      And then he smelt it. And immediately he thought of India and even imagined, for a wild second, that he was back in that mysterious country for it was there that he had experienced this smell so often. It was thick and rank and somehow honey-sweet. A smell that almost made him want to vomit, then that urge passed, but he saw that Perkins, almost as young as Pendleton, was looking sickly. “Take a deep breath,” Sharpe told him. “You’re going to need it.”


      Vicente, looking as nervous as Perkins, glanced at Sharpe. “Is it…” he began.


      “Yes,” Sharpe said.


      It was death.


      Vila Real de Zedes had never been a large or a famous village. No pilgrims came to worship in its church. Saint Joseph might be revered locally, but his influence had never extended beyond the vineyards, yet for all its insignificance it had not been a bad village in which to raise children. There was always work in the Savage vineyards, the soil was fertile and even the poorest house had a vegetable patch. Some of the villagers had possessed cows, most kept hens and a few reared pigs, though there was no livestock left now. There had been little authority to persecute the villagers. Father Josefa had been the most important person in Vila Real de Zedes, other than the English in the Quinta, and the priest had sometimes been irascible, but he had also taught the children their letters. He had never been unkind.


      And now he was dead. His body, unrecognizable, was in the ashes of the church where other bodies, shrunken by heat, lay among the charred and fallen rafters. A dead dog was in the street, a trickle of dried blood extending from its mouth and a cloud of flies buzzing above the wound in its flank. More flies sounded inside the biggest of the two taverns and Sharpe pushed open the door with the butt of his rifle and gave an involuntary shudder. Maria, the girl Harper had liked, was spread naked on the only table left unbroken in the taproom. She had been pinned to the table by knives thrust through her hands and now the flies crawled across her bloody belly and breasts. Every wine barrel had been splintered, every pot smashed and every piece of furniture other than the single table torn apart. Sharpe slung his rifle and tugged the knives from Maria’s palms so that her white arms flapped as the blades came free. Perkins stared aghast from the door. “Don’t just stand there,” Sharpe snapped, “find a blanket, anything, and cover her.”


      “Yes, sir.”


      Sharpe went back to the street. Vicente had tears in his eyes. There were bodies in half a dozen houses, blood in every house, but no living folk. Any survivors of Vila Real de Zedes had fled the village, chased out by the casual brutality of their conquerors. “We should have stayed here,” Vicente said angrily.


      “And died with them?” Sharpe asked.


      “They had no one to fight for them!” Vicente said.


      “They had Lopes,” Sharpe said, “and he didn’t know how to fight, and if he had then he wouldn’t have stayed. And if we’d fought for them we’d be dead now and these folk would be just as dead.”


      “We should have stayed,” Vicente insisted.


      Sharpe ignored him. “Cooper? Sims?” The two men cocked their rifles. Cooper shot first, Sharpe counted to ten and then Sims pulled his trigger, Sharpe counted to ten again and then he fired into the air. It was a signal that Harper could lead the others down from the hilltop. “Look for spades,” Sharpe said to Vicente.


      “Spades?”


      “We’re going to bury them.”


      The graveyard was a walled enclosure just north of the village and there was a small hut with sextons’ shovels that Sharpe gave to his men. “Deep enough so the animals don’t scratch them up,” he ordered, “but not too deep.”


      “Why not too deep?” Vicente bridled, thinking that a shallow grave was a callous insult to the dead.


      “Because when the villagers come back,” Sharpe said, “they’ll dig them up to find their relatives.” He found a large piece of sacking in the shed and he used it to collect the charred bodies from the church, dragging them one by one to the graveyard. The left arm came off Father Josefa’s body when Sharpe tried to pull the priest free of the charred cross, but Sims saw what was happening and came to help roll the shrunken, blackened corpse onto the sacking.


      “I’ll take it, sir,” Sims said, seizing hold of the sacking.


      “You don’t have to.”


      Sims looked embarrassed. “We’re not going to run, sir,” he blurted out, then looked fearful as if he expected to get the rough edge of Sharpe’s tongue.


      Sharpe looked at him and saw another thief, another drunk, another failure, another rifleman. Then Sharpe smiled. “Thank you, Sims. Tell Pat Harper to give you some of his holy water.”


      “Holy water?” Sims asked.


      “The brandy he keeps in his second canteen. The one he thinks I don’t know about.”


      Afterward, when the men who had come down from the hilltop were helping to bury the dead, Sharpe went back to the church where Harper found him. “Picquets are set, sir.”


      “Good.”


      “And Sims says I was to give him some brandy.”


      “I hope you did.”


      “I did, sir, I did. And Mister Vicente, sir, he’s wanting to say a prayer or two.”


      “I hope God’s listening.”


      “You want to be there?”


      “No, Pat.”


      “Didn’t think you would.” The big Irishman picked his way through the ashes. Some of the wreckage still smoked where the altar had stood, but he pushed a hand into the blackened tangle and pulled out a twisted, black crucifix. It was only four inches high and he laid it on his left palm and made the sign of the cross. “Mister Vicente’s not happy, sir.”


      “I know.”


      “He thinks we should have defended the village, but I told him, sir, I told him you don’t catch the rabbit by killing the dog.”


      Sharpe stared into the smoke. “Maybe we should have stayed here.”


      “Now you’re talking like an Irishman, sir,” Harper said, “because there’s nothing we don’t know about lost causes. Sure and we’d all have died. And if you see that the trigger guard on Gataker’s rifle is hanging loose then don’t give him hell about it. The screws are worn to buggery.”


      Sharpe smiled at Harper’s effort to divert him. “I know we did the right thing, Pat. I just wish Lieutenant Vicente could see it.”


      “He’s a lawyer, sir, can’t see a bloody thing straight. And he’s young. He’d sell his cow for a drink of milk.”


      “We did the right thing,” Sharpe insisted, “but what do we do now?”


      Harper tried to straighten the crucifix. “When I was a wee child,” he said, “I got lost. I was no more then seven, eight maybe. No bigger then Perkins, anyway. There were soldiers near the village, your lot in red, and to this day I don’t know what the bastards were doing there, but I ran away from them. They didn’t chase me, but I ran all the same because that’s what you did when the red bastards showed themselves. I ran and I ran, I did, and I ran until I didn’t know where the hell I was.”


      “So what did you do?”


      “I followed a stream,” Harper said, “and came to these two wee houses and my aunty lived in one and she took me home.”


      Sharpe started to laugh and, though it was not really funny, could not stop.


      “Maire,” Harper said, “Aunty Maire, rest her soul.” He put the crucifix into a pocket.


      “I wish your Aunty Maire was here, Pat. But we’re not lost.”


      “No?”


      “We go south. Find a boat. Cross the river. Keep going south.”


      “And if the army’s gone from Lisbon?”


      “Walk to Gibraltar,” Sharpe said, knowing it would never come to that. If there was peace then he would be found by someone in authority and sent to the nearest port, and if there was war then he would find someone to fight. Simple, really, he thought. “But we march at night, Pat.”


      “So we’re still at war, you think?”


      “Oh, we’re at war, Pat,” Sharpe said, looking at the wreckage and thinking of Christopher, “we’re bloody well at war.”


      Vicente was staring at the new graves. He nodded when Sharpe said he proposed marching south during the night, but he did not speak until they were outside the cemetery gates. “I am going to Porto,” he said.


      “You believe there’s been a peace treaty?”


      “No,” Vicente said, then shrugged. “Maybe? I don’t know. But I do know Colonel Christopher and Brigadier Vuillard are probably there. I didn’t fight them here, so I must pursue them there.”


      “So you’ll go to Oporto,” Sharpe said, “and die?”


      “Maybe,” Vicente said grandly, “but a man cannot hide from evil.”


      “No,” Sharpe said, “but if you fight it, fight it clever.”


      “I’m learning how to fight,” Vicente said, “but I already know how to kill.”


      That was a recipe for suicide, Sharpe thought, but he did not argue. “What I’m planning,” he said instead, “is to go back the way we came. I can find the way easy enough. And once I’m at Barca d’Avintas I’ll look for a boat. There has to be something that will float.”


      “I’m sure there is.”


      “So come with me that far,” Sharpe suggested, “because it’s close to Oporto.”


      Vicente agreed and his men fell in behind Sharpe’s when they left the village, and Sharpe was glad of it for the night was pitch black again and despite his confidence that he could find the way he would have become hopelessly lost if Vicente had not been there. As it was they made painfully slow progress and eventually rested in the darkest heart of the night and made better time when the wolf light edged the eastern horizon.


      Sharpe was in two minds about going back to Barca d’Avintas. There was a risk, for the village was perilously close to Oporto, but on the other hand he knew it was a place where the river was safe to cross, and he reckoned he should be able to find some wreckage from the huts and houses that his men could fashion into a raft. Vicente agreed, saying that much of the rest of the Douro valley was a rocky ravine and that Sharpe would face difficulty in either approaching the river or finding a crossing place. A larger risk was that the French would be guarding Barca d’Avintas, but Sharpe suspected they would be content with having destroyed all the boats in the village.


      Dawn found them in some wooded hills. They stopped by a stream and made a breakfast of stale bread and smoked meat so tough that the men joked about re-soling their boots, then grumbled because Sharpe would not let them light a fire and so make tea. Sharpe carried a crust to the summit of a nearby hill and searched the landscape with the small telescope. He saw no enemy, indeed he saw no one at all. A deserted cottage lay further up the valley where the stream ran and there was a church bell tower a mile or so to the south, but there were no people. Vicente joined him. “You think there might be French here?”


      “I always think that,” Sharpe said.


      “And do you think the British have gone home?” Vicente asked.


      “No.”


      “Why not?”


      Sharpe shrugged. “If we wanted to go home,” he said, “we’d have gone after Sir John Moore’s retreat.”


      Vicente stared south. “I know we could not have defended the village,” he said.


      “I wish we could have done.”


      “It is just that they are my people.” Vicente shrugged.


      “I know,” Sharpe said, and he tried to imagine the French army in the dales of Yorkshire or in the streets of London. He tried to imagine the cottages burning, the alehouses sacked and the women screaming, but he could not envisage that horror. It seemed oddly impossible. Harper could doubtless imagine his home being violated, could probably recall it, but Sharpe could not.


      “Why do they do it?” Vicente asked with a genuine note of anguish.


      Sharpe collapsed the telescope then scuffed the earth with the toe of his right boot. On the day after they had climbed to the watchtower he had dried the rain-soaked boots in front of the fire, but he had left them too close and the leather had cracked. “There are no rules in war,” he said uncomfortably.


      “There are rules,” Vicente insisted.


      Sharpe ignored the protest. “Most soldiers aren’t saints. They’re drunks, thieves, rogues. They’ve failed at everything, so they join the army or else they’re forced to join by some bastard of a magistrate. Then they’re given a weapon and told to kill. Back home they’d be hanged for it, but in the army they’re praised for it, and if you don’t hold them hard then they think any killing is permitted. Those lads,”—he nodded down the hill to the men grouped under the cork oaks—“know damn well they’ll be punished if they step out of line. But if I let them off the leash? They’d run this country ragged, then make a mess of Spain and they’d never stop till someone killed them.” He paused, knowing he had been unfair to his men. “Mind you, I like them,” he went on. “They’re not the worst, not really, just unlucky, and they’re damn fine soldiers. I don’t know.” He frowned, embarrassed. “But the Frogs? They don’t have any choice. It’s called conscription. Some poor bastard is working as a baker or a wheelwright one day and the next he’s in uniform and being marched half a continent away. They resent it, and the French don’t flog their soldiers so there’s no way of holding them.”


      “Do you flog?”


      “Not me.” He thought about telling Vicente that he had been flogged once, long ago, on a hot parade ground in India, then decided it would sound like boasting. “I just take them behind a wall and beat them up,” he said instead. “It’s quicker.”


      Vicente smiled. “I could not do that.”


      “You could always give them a writ instead,” Sharpe said. “I’d rather be beaten up than get tangled by a lawyer.” Maybe, he thought, if he had beaten Williamson the man might have settled to authority. Maybe not. “So how far is the river?” he asked.


      “Three hours? Not much longer.”


      “Bugger all happening here, we might as well keep going.”


      “But the French?” Vicente suggested nervously.


      “None here, none there.” Sharpe nodded to the south. “No smoke, no birds coming out of trees like a cat was after them. And you can smell French dragoons a mile off. Their horses all have saddle sores, they stink like a cesspit.”


      So they marched. The dew was still on the grass. They went through a deserted village that looked undamaged and Sharpe suspected the villagers had seen them coming and hidden themselves. There were certainly people there, for some drying washing was draped over two laurel bushes, but though Sergeant Macedo bellowed that they were friends no one dared to appear. One of the pieces of washing was a fine man’s shirt with bone buttons and Sharpe saw Cresacre dawdling so that he would have a moment on his own when the others were ahead. “The penalty for theft,” Sharpe called to his men, “is hanging. And there are good hanging trees here.” Cresacre pretended he had not heard, but hurried on all the same.


      They stopped when they reached the Douro. Barca d’Avintas was still some way to the west and Sharpe knew his men were tired and so they bivouacked in a wood high on a bluff above the river. No boats moved there. Far off to the south a single spire of smoke wavered in the sky, and to the west there was a shimmering haze that Sharpe suspected was the smoke of Oporto’s cooking fires. Vicente said Barca d’Avintas was little more than an hour away, but Sharpe decided they would wait till next morning before marching again. Half a dozen of the men were limping because their boots were rotting and Gataker, who had been wounded in the thigh, was feeling the pain. One of Vicente’s men was walking barefoot and Sharpe was thinking of doing the same because of the condition of his boots. But there was a still better reason for delay. “If the French are there,” he explained, “then I’d rather sneak up on them in the dawn. And if they’re not we’ve got all day to make some sort of raft.”


      “What about us?” Vicente asked.


      “You still want to go to Oporto?”


      “That’s where the regiment is from,” Vicente said, “it’s home. The men are anxious. Some have families there.”


      “See us to Barca d’Avintas,” Sharpe suggested, “then go home. But go the last few miles slowly, go carefully. You’ll be all right.” He did not believe that, but he could not say what he did believe.


      So they rested. Picquets watched from the wood’s edge while the others slept and some time after midday, when the heat made everyone drowsy, Sharpe thought he heard thunder far away, but there were no rain clouds in sight and that meant the thunder had to be gunfire, but he could not be sure. Harper was sleeping and Sharpe wondered if he was just hearing the echo of the big Irishman’s snores, but then he thought he heard the thunder again, though it was so faint that he could just have imagined it. He nudged Harper.


      “What is it?”


      “I’m trying to listen,” Sharpe said.


      “And I’m trying to sleep.”


      “Listen!” But there was silence except for the murmur of the river and the rustle of leaves in the east wind.


      Sharpe thought about taking a patrol to reconnoiter Barca d’Avintas, but decided against it. He did not want to divide his already perilously small force, and whatever dangers lurked at the village could wait till morning. At nightfall he thought he heard the thunder again, but then the wind gusted and snatched the sound away.


      Dawn was silent, still, and the gently misted river looked as polished as steel. Luis, who had attached himself to Vicente’s men, had proved to be a good cobbler and had sewn up some of the more decrepit boots. He had volunteered to shave Sharpe who had shaken his head. “I’ll have a shave when we’re across the river,” he said.


      “I pray you don’t grow a beard,” Vicente said, and then they marched, following a track that meandered along the high ground. The track was rough, overgrown and deeply rutted and the going was slow, but they saw no enemy, and then the land flattened, the track turned into a lane that ran beside vineyards and Barca d’Avintas, its white walls lit bright by the rising sun, was ahead.


      There were no French there. Two score of folk had moved back into the plundered houses and they looked alarmed at the uniformed ruffians who came across the small bridge over the stream, but Vicente calmed them. There were no boats, the people said, the French had taken or burned them all. They rarely saw the French, they added. Sometimes a patrol of dragoons would clatter through the village, stare across the river, steal some food and then go away. They had little other news. One woman who sold olive oil, eggs and smoked fish in Oporto’s market said that the French were all guarding the river bank between the city and the sea, but Sharpe did not put much weight on her words. Her husband, a bent giant with gnarled hands, guardedly allowed that it might be possible to make a raft from some of the village’s broken furniture.


      Sharpe put picquets on the village’s western margin where Hagman had been wounded. He climbed a tree there and was amazed that he could see some of Oporto’s outlying buildings on the hilly horizon. The big, flat-roofed white building that he remembered passing when he first met Vicente was the most obvious and he was appalled that they were so close. He was no more than three miles from the big white building and surely the French would have their own picquets on that hill. And surely they would have a telescope up there to watch the city approaches. But he was committed to crossing the river here and so he clambered down and was just brushing off his jacket when a wild-haired young man in ragged clothes mooed at him. Sharpe stared back, astonished. The man mooed again, then grinned inanely before giving a cackle of laughter. He had dirty red hair, bright blue eyes and a slack, dribbling mouth and Sharpe realized he was an idiot and probably harmless. Sharpe remembered Ronnie, a village idiot in Yorkshire, whose parents would shackle him to the stump of an elm on the village green where Ronnie would bellow at the grazing cows, talk to himself and growl at the girls. This man was much the same, but he was also importunate, plucking at Sharpe’s elbow as he tried to drag the Englishman toward the river.


      “Made yourself a friend, sir?” Tongue asked, amused.


      “He’s being a bloody nuisance, sir,” Perkins said.


      “He don’t mean harm,” Tongue said, “just wants you to go for a swim, sir.”


      Sharpe pulled away from the idiot. “What’s your name?” he asked, then realized there was probably little point in speaking English to a Portuguese lunatic, but the idiot was so pleased at being spoken to that he gibbered wildly, grinned and bounced up and down on his toes. Then he plucked at Sharpe’s elbow again.


      “I’ll call you Ronnie,” Sharpe said, “and what do you want?”


      His men were laughing now, but Sharpe had intended to go to the river bank anyway to see what kind of challenge his raft would face and so he let Ronnie pull him along. The idiot made conversation all the way, but none of it made any sense. He took Sharpe right to the river bank and, when Sharpe tried to detach his surprisingly strong grip, Ronnie shook his head and tugged Sharpe on through some poplars, down through thick bushes and then at last he relinquished his grip on Sharpe’s arm and clapped his hands.


      “You’re not such an idiot after all, are you?” Sharpe said. “In fact you’re a bloody genius, Ronnie.”


      There was a boat. Sharpe had seen the ferry burned and sunk on his first visit to Barca d’Avintas, but now realized there must have been two craft and this was the second. It was a flat, wide and cumbersome vessel, the kind of boat that could carry a small flock of sheep or even a carriage and its horses, and it had been weighted with stones and sunk in this wide ditch-like creek that jutted under the trees to make a small backwater. Sharpe wondered why the villagers had not shown it to him before and guessed that they feared all soldiers and so they had hidden their most valuable boat until peaceful times returned. The French had destroyed every other boat and had never guessed that this second ferry still existed. “You’re a bloody genius,” Sharpe told Ronnie again, and he gave him the last of his bread, which was the only gift he had.


      But he also had a boat.


      And then he had something else for the thunder he had heard so distantly the previous day sounded again. Only this time it was close and it was unmistakable and it was not thunder at all and Christopher had lied and there was no peace in Portugal.


      It was cannon fire.

    

  


  
    
      Chapter 8

    


    
      THE SOUND OF THE FIRING was coming from the west, channeled up the steep-sided river valley, and Sharpe could not tell whether the battle was being fought on the northern or southern bank of the Douro. Nor could he even tell whether it was a battle. Perhaps the French had established batteries to protect the city against an attack from the sea and those batteries might just be firing at inquisitive frigates. Or maybe the guns were merely practice firing. But one thing was certain, he would never know what the guns were doing unless he got closer.


      He ran back to the village, followed by the shambling Ronnie who was bellowing his inarticulate achievement to the world. Sharpe found Vicente. “The ferry’s still here,” Sharpe said, “he showed me.” He pointed to Ronnie.


      “But the guns?” Vicente was bemused.


      “We’re going to find out what they’re doing,” Sharpe said, “but ask the villagers to raise the ferry. We might yet need it. But we’ll go toward the city.”


      “All of us?” Vicente asked.


      “All of us. But tell them I want that boat floating by mid-morning.”


      Ronnie’s mother, a shrunken and bent woman swathed in black, retrieved her son from Sharpe’s side and berated him in a shrill voice. Sharpe gave her the last chunk of cheese from Harper’s pack, explained that Ronnie was a hero, then led his motley group westward along the river bank.


      There was plenty of cover. Orchards, olive groves, cattle sheds and small vineyards were crowded on the narrow piece of level land beside the Douro’s northern bank. The cannons, hidden by the loom of the great hill on which the flat-roofed building stood, were sporadic. Their firing would swell to a battle intensity then fade away. For minutes at a time there would be no shots, or just a single gun would fire and the sound of it would echo off the southern hills, rebound from the northern and bounce its way down the valley.


      “Perhaps,” Vicente suggested, pointing up to the great white building, “we should go to the seminary.”


      “Frogs will be there,” Sharpe said. He was crouching beside a hedge and for some reason kept his voice very low. It seemed extraordinary that there were no French picquets, not one, but he was certain the French must have put men into the big building that dominated the river east of the city as effectively as a castle. “What did you say it was?”


      “A seminary.” Vicente saw Sharpe was puzzled. “A place where priests are trained. I thought of becoming a priest once.”


      “Good God,” Sharpe said, surprised, “you wanted to be a priest?”


      “I thought of it,” Vicente said defensively. “Do you not like priests?”


      “Not much.”


      “Then I’m glad I became a lawyer,” Vicente said with a smile.


      “You’re no lawyer, Jorge,” Sharpe said, “you’re a bloody soldier like the rest of us.” He offered that compliment and then turned as the last of his men came across the small meadow to crouch behind the hedge. If the French did have men in the seminary, he thought, then either they were fast asleep or, more likely, they had seen the blue and green uniforms and confused them with their own jackets. Did they think the Portuguese blue were French coats? The Portuguese blue was darker than the French infantry coats and the Rifle green was much darker than the dragoons’ coats, but at a distance the uniforms might be confused. Or was there no one in the building? Sharpe took out the small telescope and stared for a long time. The seminary was huge, a great white block, four stories high, and there had to be at least ninety windows in the south wall alone, but he could see no movement in any of them, nor was anyone on the flat roof which had a red tile coping and surely provided the best lookout post east of the city.


      “Shall we go there?” Vicente prompted Sharpe.


      “Maybe,” Sharpe responded cautiously. He was tempted because the building would offer a marvelous view of the city, but he still could not believe the French would leave the seminary empty. “We’ll go further along the bank first, though.”


      He led with his riflemen. Their green jackets blended better with the leaves, offering them a small advantage if there was a French picquet ahead, but they saw no one. Nor did Sharpe see any activity on the southern bank, yet the guns were still firing and now, over the loom of the seminary hill, he could see a dirty white cloud of gun smoke being pumped into the river valley.


      There were more buildings now, many of them small houses built close to the river, and their gardens were a maze of fences, vines and olive trees that hid Sharpe’s men as they went on westward. Above Sharpe, to his right, the seminary was a great threat in the sky, its serried windows blank and black, and Sharpe could not rid himself of the fear that a horde of French soldiers were hidden behind that sun-glossed cliff of stone and glass, yet every time he looked he saw no movement.


      Then, suddenly, there was a single French soldier just ahead. Sharpe had turned a corner and there the man was. He was in the middle of a cobbled slipway that led from a boat builder’s shed to the river, and he was crouching to play with a puppy. Sharpe desperately beckoned for his men to stop. The enemy was an infantryman, and he was only seven or eight paces away, utterly oblivious, his back to Sharpe and his shako and musket on the cobblestones, letting the puppy playfully nip his right hand. And if there was one French soldier there had to be more. Had to be! Sharpe stared past the man to where a stand of poplars and thick bushes edged the slipway’s far side. Was there a patrol there? He could see no sign of one, nor any activity among the boatyard’s tumbledown sheds.


      Then the Frenchman either heard the scuff of a boot or else sensed he was being watched for he stood and turned, then realized his musket was still on the ground and he stooped for it, then froze when Sharpe’s rifle pointed at his face. Sharpe shook his head, then jerked the rifle to indicate that the Frenchman should stand up straight. The man obeyed. He was a youngster, scarce older than Pendleton or Perkins, with a round, guileless face. He looked scared and took an involuntary step back as Sharpe came fast toward him, then he whimpered as Sharpe tugged him by the jacket back around the corner. Sharpe pushed him to the ground, took his bayonet from its scabbard and threw it into the river. “Tie him up,” he ordered Tongue.


      “Slit his throat,” Tongue suggested, “it’s easier.”


      “Tie him up,” Sharpe insisted, “gag him, and make a good job of it.” He beckoned Vicente forward. “He’s the only one I’ve seen.”


      “There must be more,” Vicente declared.


      “God knows where they are.”


      Sharpe went back to the corner, peered around and saw nothing except the puppy which was now trying to drag the Frenchman’s musket across the cobbles by its sling. He gestured for Harper to join him. “I can’t see anyone,” Sharpe whispered.


      “He can’t have been alone,” Harper said.


      Yet still no one moved. “I want to get into those trees, Pat,” Sharpe hissed, nodding across the slipway.


      “Run like shit, sir,” Harper said, and the two of them sprinted across the open space and threw themselves into the trees. No musket flared, no one shouted, but the puppy, thinking it was a game, followed them. “Go back to your mother!” Harper hissed at the dog which just barked at him.


      “Jesus!” Sharpe said, not because of the noise the dog was making, but because he could see boats. The French were supposed to have destroyed or taken every vessel along the Douro, but in front of him, stranded by the falling tide on the muddy outer bank of a great bend in the river, were three huge wine barges. Three! He wondered if they had been holed and, while Harper kept the puppy quiet, he waded through the sticky mud and hauled himself aboard the nearest barge. He was hidden from anyone on the north bank by thick trees, which was perhaps why the French had somehow missed the three vessels and, better still, the barge Sharpe had boarded seemed quite undamaged. There was a good deal of water in its bilge, but when Sharpe tasted it he found it was fresh, so it was rainwater, not the salty tidewater that swept twice daily up the Douro. Sharpe splashed through the flooded bilge and found no gaping rents torn by axes, then he heaved himself up onto a side deck where six great sweeps were lashed together with fraying lengths of rope. There was even a small skiff stored upside down at the stern with a pair of ancient oars, cracked and bleached, lodged halfway beneath its hull.


      “Sir!” Harper hissed from the bank. “Sir!” He was pointing across the river and Sharpe looked over the water and saw a red coat. A single horseman, evidently British, stared back at him. The man had a cocked hat so was an officer, but when Sharpe waved he did not return the gesture. Sharpe guessed the man was confused by his green coat.


      “Get everyone here, now,” Sharpe ordered Harper, then looked back to the horseman. For a second or two he wondered if it was Colonel Christopher, but this man was heavier and his horse, like most British horses, had a docked tail while Christopher, aping the French, had left his horse’s tail uncut. The man, who was sitting his horse beneath a tree, turned and looked as if he was speaking to someone, though Sharpe could see no one else on the opposite bank, then the man looked back to Sharpe and gestured vigorously toward the three boats.


      Sharpe hesitated. It was a safe bet that the man was senior to him and if he crossed the river he would find himself back in the iron discipline of the army and no longer free to act as he wished. If he sent any of his men it would be the same, but then he thought of Luis and he summoned the barber, helping him up over the barge’s heavy gunwale. “Can you manage a small boat?” he asked.


      Luis looked momentarily alarmed, then nodded firmly. “I can, yes.”


      “Then go over the river and find out what that British officer wants. Tell him I’m reconnoitering the seminary. And tell him there’s another boat at Barca d’Avintas.” Sharpe was making a swift guess that the British had advanced north and had been stopped by the Douro. He assumed the cannonade was from the guns firing at each other across the river, but without boats the British would be helpless. Where the hell was the bloody navy?


      Harper, Macedo and Luis manhandled the skiff over the gunwale and down the glutinous mud into the river. The tide was rising, but it still had some way to go before it reached the barges. Luis took the oars, settled himself on the thwart and, with admirable skill, pulled away from the bank. He looked over his shoulder to judge his direction, then sculled vigorously. Sharpe saw another horseman appear behind the first, the second man also in red coat and black cocked hat, and he felt the bindings of the army reaching out to snare him so he jumped off the barge and waded through the mud to the bank. “You stay here,” he ordered Vicente, “I’ll look up the hill.”


      For a moment Vicente seemed ready to argue, then he accepted the arrangement and Sharpe beckoned his riflemen to follow him. As they disappeared into the trees Sharpe looked back to see Luis was almost at the other bank, then Sharpe pushed through a stand of laurel and saw the road in front of him. This was the road by which he had escaped from Oporto and, to his left, he could see the houses where Vicente had saved his bacon. He could see no French. He stared again at the seminary, but nothing moved there. To hell with it, he thought, just go.


      He led his men in skirmish order up the hill, which offered little cover. A few straggly trees broke the pasture and a dilapidated shed stood halfway up, but otherwise it was a deathtrap if there were any Frenchmen in the big building. Sharpe knew he should have exercised more caution, but no one fired from the windows, no one challenged him, and he quickened his pace so that he felt the pain in his leg muscles because the slope was so steep.


      Then, suddenly, he had arrived safe at the base of the seminary. The ground floor had small barred windows and seven arched doors. Sharpe tried a door and found it locked and so solid that when he kicked it he only succeeded in hurting himself. He crouched and waited for the laggards among his men to catch up. He could see westward across a valley that lay between the seminary and the city and he could see where the French guns, at the top of Oporto’s hill, were shooting across the river, but their target was hidden by a hill on the southern bank. A huge convent stood on the obscuring hill, the same convent, Sharpe remembered, where the Portuguese guns had duelled with the French on the day the city fell.


      “All here,” Harper told him.


      Sharpe followed the seminary wall which was made of massive blocks of stone. He went westward, toward the city. He would have preferred to go the other way, but he sensed the building’s main entrance would face Oporto. Every door he passed was locked. Why the hell were there no French here? He could see none, not even at the city’s edge a half-mile away, and then the wall turned to his right and he saw a flight of steps climbing to an ornamental door. No sentries guarded the entrance, though he could at last see Frenchmen now. There was a convoy of wagons on a road that ran in the valley which lay to the north of the seminary. The wagons, which were drawn by oxen, were being escorted by dragoons and Sharpe used Christopher’s small telescope to see that the vehicles were filled with wounded men. So was Soult sending his invalids back to France? Or just emptying his hospitals before fighting another battle? And he was surely not now thinking of marching on to Lisbon for the British had come north to the Douro and that made Sharpe think that Sir Arthur Wellesley must have arrived in Portugal to galvanize the British forces.


      The seminary entrance was framed by an ornate facade rising to a stone cross that had been chipped by musket fire. The main door, approached by stairs, was wooden, studded with nails and, when Sharpe twisted the great wrought-iron handle, surprised him by being unlocked. He pushed the door wide open with the muzzle of his rifle to see an empty tiled hallway with walls painted a sickly green. The portrait of a half-starved saint hung askew on one wall, the saint’s body riddled with bullet punctures. A crude painting of a woman and a French soldier had been daubed next to the saint and proved that the French had been in the seminary, though there were none evident now. Sharpe went inside, his boots echoing from the walls. “Jesus, Mary and Joseph,” Harper said, making the sign of the cross. “I’ve never seen such a huge building!” He gazed in awe down the shadowed corridor. “How many bloody priests does a country need?”


      “Depends how many sinners there are,” Sharpe said, “and now we search the place.”


      He left six men in the entrance hall to serve as a picquet, then went downstairs to unbolt one of the arched doors facing the river. That door would be his bolt hole if the French came to the seminary and, once that retreat was secure, he searched the dormitories, bathrooms, kitchens, refectory and lecture rooms of the vast building. Broken furniture littered every room and in the library a thousand books lay strewn and torn across the hardwood floor, but there were no people. The chapel had been violated, the altar chopped for firewood and the choir used as a lavatory. “Bastards,” Harper said softly. Gataker, his trigger guard dangling by one last screw, gaped at an amateur painting of two women curiously joined to three French dragoons that had been daubed on the whitewashed wall where once a great triptych of the holy birth had surmounted the altar. “Good that,” he said in a tone as respectful as he might have used at the Royal Academy’s summer exhibition.


      “I like my women a bit plumper,” Slattery said.


      “Come on!” Sharpe snarled. His most urgent task now was to find the seminary’s store of wine—he was certain there would be one—but when at last he discovered the cellar he saw, with relief, that the French had already been there and nothing remained but broken bottles and empty barrels. “Real bastards!” Harper said feelingly, but Sharpe would have destroyed the bottles and barrels himself to prevent his men from drinking themselves insensible. And that thought made him realize that he had already unconsciously decided that he would stay in this big building as long as he could. The French doubtless wanted to hold Oporto, but whoever held the seminary dominated the city’s eastern flank.


      The long facade with its myriad windows facing the river was deceptive, for the building was very narrow; scarce a dozen windows looked straight toward Oporto, though at the rear of the seminary, furthest from the city, a long wing jutted north. In the angle of the two wings was a garden where a score of apple trees had been cut down for firewood. The two sides of the garden not cradled by the building were protected by a high stone wall pierced by a pair of fine iron gates that opened toward Oporto. In a shed, hidden beneath a pile of netting that had once been used to keep birds from the fruit bushes, Sharpe found an old pickaxe that he gave to Cooper. “Start making loopholes,” he said, pointing to the long wall. “Patrick! Find some more tools. Detail six men to help Coops, and the rest of the men are to go to the roof, but they’re not to show themselves. Understand? They’re to stay hidden.”


      Sharpe himself went to a large room that he suspected had been the office of the seminary’s master. It was shelved like a library, and it had been plundered like the rest of the building. Torn and broken-spined books lay thick on the floorboards, a large table had been thrown against one wall and a slashed oil painting of a saintly-looking cleric was half burned in the big hearth. The only undamaged object was a crucifix, black as soot, that hung high on the wall above the mantel.


      Sharpe threw open the window that was immediately above the seminary’s main door and used the little telescope to search the city that lay so tantalizingly close across the valley. Then, disobeying his own instructions that everyone was to stay hidden, he leaned across the sill in an attempt to see what was happening on the river’s southern bank, but he could see nothing meaningful and then, while he was still craning his neck, a stranger’s voice boomed behind him. “You must be Lieutenant Sharpe. Name’s Waters, Lieutenant Colonel Waters, and well done, Sharpe, bloody well done.”


      Sharpe pulled back and turned to see a red-coated officer stepping through the mess of books and papers. “I’m Sharpe, sir,” he acknowledged.


      “Bloody Frogs are dozing,” Waters said. He was a stocky man, bow-legged from too much horse-riding, with a weather-beaten face. Sharpe guessed he was in his low forties, but looked older because his grizzled hair was gray. “They should have had a battalion and a half up here, shouldn’t they? That and a couple of gun batteries. Our enemies are dozing, Sharpe, bloody dozing.”


      “You were the man I saw across the river?” Sharpe asked.


      “The very same. Your Portuguese fellow came across. Smart man! So he rowed me back and now we’re floating those damned barges.” Waters grinned. “It’s heave-ho, my hearties, and if we can get the damn things afloat then we’ll have the Buffs over first, then the rest of the 1st Brigade. Should be interesting when Marshal Soult realizes we’ve sneaked in his back door, eh? Is there any liquor in the building?”


      “All gone, sir.”


      “Good man,” Waters said, mistakenly deducing that Sharpe himself must have removed the temptation before the arrival of the redcoats, then he stepped to the window, took a big telescope from a leather satchel hanging from his shoulder and stared at Oporto.


      “So what’s happening, sir?” Sharpe asked.


      “Happening? We’re running the Frogs out of Portugal! Hop hop, croak croak, and good bloody riddance to the spavined bastards. Look at it!” Waters gestured at the city. “They don’t have the first blind idea that we’re here! Your Portuguese fellow said you’d been cut off. Is that true?”


      “Since the end of March.”


      “Ye gods,” Waters said, “you must be out of touch!” The Colonel pulled back from the window and perched on the sill where he told Sharpe that Sir Arthur Wellesley had indeed arrived in Portugal. “He came less than three weeks ago,” Waters said, “and he’s put some snap into the troops, by God, he has! Cradock was a decent enough fellow, but he had no snap, none. So we’re on the march, Sharpe, left, right, left, right, and the devil take the hindmost. British army over there.” He pointed through the window, indicating the hidden ground beyond the high convent on the southern bank. “Bloody Frogs seem to think we’ll come by sea, so all their men are either in the city or guarding the river between the city and the sea.” Sharpe felt a twinge of guilt for not believing the woman in Barca d’Avintas who had told him exactly that. “Sir Arthur wants to get across,” Waters went on, “and your fellows have conveniently provided those three barges, and you say there’s a fourth?”


      “Three miles upriver, sir.”


      “You ain’t done a bad morning’s work, Sharpe,” Waters said with a friendly grin. “We only have to pray for one thing.”


      “That the French don’t discover us here?”


      “Exactly. So best remove my red coat from the window, eh?” Waters laughed and crossed the room. “Pray they go on sleeping with their sweet froggy dreams because once they do wake up then the day’s going to be damned hot, don’t you think? And those three barges can take how many men apiece? Thirty? And God alone knows how long each crossing will take. We could be shoving our damned heads into the tiger’s mouth, Sharpe.”


      Sharpe forbore to comment that he had spent the last few weeks with his head inside the tiger’s mouth. Instead he stared across the valley, trying to imagine how the French would approach when they did attack. He guessed they would come straight from the city, across the valley and up the slope that was virtually bare of any cover. The northern flank of the seminary looked toward the road in the valley and that slope was just as bare, all except for one solitary tree with pale leaves that grew right in the middle of the climb. Anyone attacking the seminary would presumably try to get to the garden gate or the big front door and that would mean crossing a wide paved terrace where carriages bringing visitors to the seminary could turn around and where attacking infantry would be cut down by musket and rifle fire from the seminary’s windows and its balustraded roof. “A deathtrap!” Colonel Waters was sharing the view and evidently thinking the same thoughts.


      “I wouldn’t want to be attacking up that slope,” Sharpe agreed.


      “And I’ve no doubt we’ll put some cannon on the other bank to make it all a bit less healthy,” Waters said cheerfully.


      Sharpe hoped that was true. He kept wondering why there were no British guns on the wide terrace of the convent that overlooked the river, the terrace where the Portuguese had placed their batteries in March. It seemed an obvious position, but Sir Arthur Wellesley appeared to have chosen to put his artillery down among the port lodges which were out of sight of the seminary.


      “What’s the time?” Waters asked, then answered his own question by taking out a turnip watch. “Nearly eleven!”


      “Are you with the staff, sir?” Sharpe asked because Waters’s red coat, though decorated with some tarnished gold braid, had no regimental facings.


      “I’m one of Sir Arthur’s exploring officers,” Waters said cheerfully. “We ride ahead to scout the land like those fellows in the Bible that Joshua sent ahead to spy out Jericho, remember the tale? And a frow called Rahab gave them shelter? That’s the luck of the Jews, ain’t it? The chosen people get greeted by a prostitute and I get welcomed by a rifleman, but I suppose it’s better than a sloppy wet kiss from a bloody Frog dragoon, eh?”


      Sharpe smiled. “Do you know Captain Hogan, sir?”


      “The mapping fellow? Of course I know Hogan. A capital man, capital!” Waters suddenly stopped and looked at Sharpe. “My God, of course! You’re his lost rifleman, ain’t you? Ah, I’ve placed you now. He said you’d survive. Well done, Sharpe. Ah, here come the first of the gallant Buffs.”


      Vicente and his men had escorted thirty redcoats up the hill, but instead of using the unlocked arched door they had trudged round to the front and now gaped up at Waters and Sharpe who in turn looked down from the window. The newcomers wore the buff facings of the 3rd Regiment of Foot, a Kentish regiment, and they were sweating after their climb under the hot sun. A thin lieutenant led them and he assured Colonel Waters that two more bargeloads of men were already disembarking, then he looked curiously at Sharpe. “What on earth are the Rifles doing here?”


      “First on the field,” Sharpe quoted the regiment’s favorite boast, “and last off it.”


      “First? You must have flown across the bloody river.” The Lieutenant wiped his forehead. “Any water here?”


      “Barrel inside the main door,” Sharpe said, “courtesy of the 95th.”


      More men arrived. The barges were toiling to and fro across the river, propelled by the massive sweeps which were manned by local people who were eager to help, and every twenty minutes another eighty or ninety men would toil up the hill. One group arrived with a general, Sir Edward Paget, who took over command of the growing garrison from Waters. Paget was a young man, still in his thirties, energetic and eager, who owed his high rank to his aristocratic family’s wealth, but he had the reputation of being a general who was popular with his soldiers. He climbed to the seminary roof where Sharpe’s men were now positioned and, seeing Sharpe’s small telescope, asked to borrow it. “Lost me own,” he explained, “it’s somewhere in the baggage in Lisbon.”


      “You came with Sir Arthur, sir?” Sharpe asked.


      “Three weeks ago,” Paget said, staring at the city.


      “Sir Edward,” Waters told Sharpe, “is second in command to Sir Arthur.”


      “Which doesn’t mean much,” Sir Edward said, “because he never tells me anything. What’s wrong with this bloody telescope?”


      “You have to hold the outer lens in place, sir,” Sharpe said.


      “Take mine,” Waters said, offering the better instrument.


      Sir Edward scanned the city, then frowned. “So what are the bloody French doing?” he asked in a puzzled tone.


      “Sleeping,” Waters answered.


      “Won’t like it when they wake up, will they?” Paget remarked. “Asleep in the keeper’s lodge with poachers all over the coverts!” He gave the telescope back to Waters and nodded at Sharpe. “Damn pleased to have some riflemen here, Lieutenant. I dare say you’ll get some target practice before the day’s out.”


      Another group of men came up the hill. Every window of the seminary’s brief western facade now had a group of redcoats and a quarter of the windows on the long northern wall were also manned. The garden wall had been loopholed and garrisoned by Vicente’s Portuguese and by the Buffs’ grenadier company. The French, thinking themselves secure in Oporto, were watching the river between the city and the sea while behind their backs, on the high eastern hill, the redcoats were gathering.


      Which meant the gods of war were tightening the screws.


      And something had to break.
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      TWO OFFICERS were posted in the entrance hall of the Palacio das Carrancas to make sure all visitors took their boots off. “His grace,” they explained, referring to Marshal Nicolas Soult, Duke of Dalmatia, whose nickname was now King Nicolas, “is sleeping.”


      The hallway was cavernous, arched, high, beautiful, and hard-heeled boots striding over its tiled floor echoed up the staircase to where King Nicolas slept. Early that morning a hussar had come in hurriedly, his spurs had caught in the rug at the foot of the stairs and he had sprawled with a terrible clatter of saber and scabbard that had woken the Marshal, who had then posted the officers to make certain the rest of his sleep was not disturbed. The two officers were powerless to stop the British artillery firing from across the river, but perhaps the Marshal was not so sensitive to gunfire as he was to loud heels.


      The Marshal had invited a dozen guests to breakfast and all had arrived before nine in the morning and were forced to wait in one of the great reception rooms on the palace’s western side where tall glass doors opened onto a terrace decorated with flowers planted in carved stone urns and with laurel bushes that an elderly gardener was trimming with long shears. The guests, all but one of them men, and all but two of them French, continually strolled onto the terrace which offered, from its southern balustrade, a view across the river and thus a sight of the guns that fired over the Douro. In truth there was not much to see because the British cannon were emplaced in Vila Nova de Gaia’s streets and so, even with the help of telescopes, the guests merely saw gouts of dirty smoke and then heard the crash of the round shots striking the buildings that faced Oporto’s quay. The only other sight worth seeing was the remains of the pontoon bridge which the French had repaired at the beginning of April, but had now blown up because of Sir Arthur Wellesley’s approach. Three scorched pontoons still swung to their anchors, the rest, along with the roadway, had been blasted to smithereens and carried by the tide to the nearby ocean.


      Kate was the only woman invited to the Marshal’s breakfast and her husband had been adamant that she wear her hussar uniform and his insistence was rewarded by the admiring glances that the other guests gave to his wife’s long legs. Christopher himself was in civilian clothes, while the other ten men, all officers, were in their uniforms and, because a woman was present, they did their best to appear insouciant about the British cannonade. “What they are doing,” a dragoon major resplendent in aiguillettes and gold braid remarked, “is shooting at our sentries with six-pound shots. They’re swatting at flies with a bludgeon.” He lit a cigar, breathed deep and gave Kate a long appreciative look. “With a butt like that,” he said to his friend, “she should be French.”


      “She should be on her back.”


      “That too, of course.”


      Kate kept herself turned away from the French officers. She was ashamed of the hussar uniform which she thought immodest and, worse, appeared to suggest her sympathies were with the French. “You might make an effort,” Christopher told her.


      “I am making an effort,” she answered bitterly, “an effort not to cheer every British shot.”


      “You’re being ridiculous.”


      “I am?” Kate bridled.


      “This is merely a demonstration,” Christopher explained, waving toward the powder smoke that drifted like patchy fog through the red-tiled roofs of Vila Nova. “Wellesley has marched his men up here and he can’t go any further. He’s stuck. There are no boats and the navy isn’t foolish enough to try and sail past the river forts. So Wellesley will hammer a few cannonballs into the city, then turn around and march back to Coimbra or Lisbon. In chess terms, my dear, this is a stalemate. Soult can’t march south because his reinforcements haven’t arrived and Wellesley can’t come further north because he doesn’t have the boats. And if the military can’t force a decision here then the diplomats will have to settle matters. Which is why I am here, as I keep trying to tell you.”


      “You’re here,” Kate said, “because your sympathies are with the French.”


      “That is an exceptionally offensive remark,” Christopher said haughtily. “I am here because sane men must do whatever they can to prevent this war continuing, and to do that we must talk with the enemy and I cannot talk with them if I am on the wrong side of the river.”


      Kate did not answer. She no longer believed her husband’s complicated explanations of why he was friendly with the French or his high talk of the new ideas controlling Europe’s destiny. She clung instead to the simpler idea of being a patriot and all she wanted now was to cross the river and join the men on the far side, but there were no boats, no bridge left and no way to escape. She began to weep and Christopher, disgusted at her display of misery, turned away. He worked at his teeth with an ivory pick and marveled that a woman so beautiful could be so prey to vapors.


      Kate cuffed at her tears, then walked to where the gardener was slowly clipping the laurels. “How do I get across the river?” she asked in Portuguese.


      The man did not look at her, just clipped away. “You can’t.”


      “I must!”


      “They shoot you if you try.” He looked at her, taking in the tight-fitting hussar uniform, then turned away. “They shoot you anyway.”


      A clock in the palace’s hallway struck eleven as Marshal Soult descended the great staircase. He wore a silk robe over his breeches and shirt. “Is breakfast ready?” he demanded.


      “In the blue reception room, sir,” an aide answered, “and your guests are here.”


      “Good, good!” He waited as the doors were thrown open for him, then greeted the visitors with a broad smile. “Take your seats, do. Ah, I see we are being informal.” This last remark was because the breakfast was laid in silver chafing dishes on a long sideboard, and the Marshal went along the row lifting lids. “Ham! Splendid. Braised kidneys, excellent! Beef! Some tongue, good, good. And liver. That does look tasty. Good morning, Colonel!” This greeting was to Christopher who replied by giving the Marshal a bow. “How good of you to come,” Soult went on, “and did you bring your pretty wife? Ah, I see her. Good, good. You shall sit there, Colonel.” He pointed to a chair next to the one he would occupy. Soult liked the Englishman who had betrayed the plotters who would have mutinied if Soult had declared himself king. The Marshal still harbored that ambition, but he acknowledged that he would need to beat back the British and Portuguese army that had dared to advance from Coimbra before he assumed the crown and scepter.


      Soult had been surprised by Sir Arthur Wellesley’s advance, but not alarmed. The river was guarded and the Marshal had been assured there were no boats on the opposite bank and so, as far as King Nicolas was concerned, the British could sit on the Douro’s southern bank and twiddle their thumbs forever.


      The tall windows rattled in sympathy with the pounding guns and the sound made the Marshal turn from the chafing dishes. “Our gunners are a bit lively this morning, are they not?”


      “They’re mostly British guns, sir,” an aide answered.


      “Doing what?”


      “Firing at our sentries on the quay,” the aide said. “They’re swatting at flies with six-pound balls.”


      Soult laughed. “So much for the vaunted Wellesley, eh?” He smiled at Kate and gestured that she should take the place of honor at his right. “So good to have a pretty woman for company at breakfast.”


      “Better to have one before breakfast,” an infantry colonel remarked and Kate, who spoke more French than any of the men knew, blushed.


      Soult heaped his plate with liver and bacon, then took his seat. “They’re swatting sentries,” he said, “so what are we doing?”


      “Counter-battery fire, sir,” the aide answered. “You don’t have any kidneys, sir? Can I bring you some?”


      “Oh do, Cailloux. I like kidneys. Any news from the Castelo?” The Castelo de São was on the Douro’s north bank where the river met the sea and was heavily garrisoned to fight off a British seaborne assault.


      “They report two frigates just out of range, sir, but no other craft in sight.”


      “He dithers, doesn’t he?” Soult said with satisfaction. “This Wellesley, he’s a ditherer. Help yourself to the coffee, Colonel,” he told Christopher, “and if you would be so kind, a cup for me as well. Thank you.” Soult took a bread roll and some butter. “I talked with Vuillard last night,” the Marshal said, “and he’s making excuses. Hundreds of excuses!”


      “Another day, sir,” Christopher said, “and we would have captured the hill.”


      Kate, her eyes red, looked down at her empty plate. Nous, her husband had said, “we.”


      “Another day?” Soult responded scornfully. “He should have taken it in a short minute the very first day he arrived!” Soult had recalled Vuillard and his men from Vila Real de Zedes the instant he heard that the British and Portuguese were advancing from Coimbra, but he had been annoyed that so many men had failed to dislodge so small a force. Not that it mattered; what mattered now was that Wellesley had to be taught a lesson.


      Soult did not think that should prove too difficult. He knew Wellesley had a small army and was weak in artillery. He knew that because Captain Argenton had been arrested five days before and was now spilling all he knew and all he had observed on his second visit to the British. Argenton had even met with Wellesley himself and the Frenchman had seen the preparations being made for the allied advance, and the warning given to Soult by Argenton had enabled the French regiments south of the river to skip backward out of the way of a force sent to hook about their rear. So now Wellesley was stuck on the wrong side of the Douro without any boats to make a crossing except for any craft brought by the British navy and that, it seemed, was no danger at all. Two frigates dithering offshore! That was hardly going to make the Duke of Dalmatia quake in his boots.


      Argenton, who had been promised his life in exchange for information, had been captured thanks to Christopher’s revelation, and that put Soult in the Englishman’s debt. Christopher had also revealed the names of the other men in the plot, Donadieu of the 47th, the brothers Lafitte of the 18th Dragoons, as well as three or four other experienced officers, and Soult had decided to take no action against them. The arrest of Argenton would be a warning to them, and they were all popular officers and it did not seem sensible to stir up resentment in the army by a succession of firing squads. He would let the officers know that he knew who they were, then hint that their lives depended on their future conduct. Better to have such men in his pocket than in their graves.


      Kate was crying. She made no noise, the tears just rolled down her cheeks and she brushed them away in an attempt to hide her feelings, but Soult had noticed. “What is the matter?” he asked gently.


      “She fears, sir,” Christopher said.


      “She fears?” Soult asked.


      Christopher gestured toward the window which still rattled from the pummelling of the cannons. “Women and battle, sir, don’t mix.”


      “Only between the sheets,” Soult said genially. “Tell her,” he went on, “that she has nothing to fear. The British cannot cross the river, and if they try they will be repulsed. In a few weeks we shall be reinforced.” He paused so that the translation could be made and hoped he was right in saying that reinforcements would come soon or else he did not know how he was to continue his invasion of Portugal. “Then we shall march south to taste the joys of Lisbon. Tell her we shall have peace by August. Ah! The cook!”


      A plump Frenchman with extravagant mustaches had come into the room. He wore a blood-streaked apron with a wicked-looking carving knife thrust into its belt. “You sent for me” he sounded grudging—“sir.”


      “Ah!” Soult pushed back his chair and rubbed his hands. “We must plan supper, Sergeant Deron, supper! I intend to sit sixteen, so what do you suggest?”


      “I have eels.”


      “Eels!” Soult responded happily. “Stuffed with buttered whiting and mushrooms? Excellent.”


      “I shall fillet them,” Sergeant Deron said doggedly, “fry them with parsley and serve the fillets with a red wine sauce. Then for an entrée I have lamb. Very good lamb.”


      “Good! I do like lamb,” Soult said. “You can make a caper sauce?”


      “A caper sauce!” Deron looked disgusted. “The vinegar will drown the lamb,” he said indignantly, “and it is good lamb, tender and fat.”


      “A very delicate caper sauce, perhaps?” Soult suggested.


      The guns rose to a sudden fury, shaking the windows and rattling the crystal peardrops of the two chandeliers above the long table, but both the Marshal and the cook ignored the sound. “What I will do,” Deron said in a voice which suggested that there could be no discussion, “is bake the lamb with some goose fat.”


      “Good, good,” Soult said.


      “And garnish it with onions, ham and a few cèpes.”


      A harassed-looking officer, sweating and red-faced from the day’s heat, came into the room. “Sir!”


      “A moment,” Soult said, frowning, then looked back to Deron. “Onions, ham and some cèpes?” he repeated. “And perhaps we might add some lardons, Sergeant? Lardons go so well with lamb.”


      “I shall garnish it with a little chopped ham,” Deron said stoically, “some small onions and a few cèpes.”


      Soult surrendered. “I know it will taste superb, quite superb. And Deron, thank you for this breakfast. Thank you.”


      “It would have been better eaten when it was cooked,” Deron said, then sniffed and went from the room.


      Soult beamed at the cook’s retreating back, then scowled at the newcomer who had interrupted him. “You’re Captain Brossard, are you not? You wish some breakfast?” The Marshal indicated with a butter knife that Brossard should take the seat at the end of the table. “How’s General Foy?”


      Brossard was an aide to Foy and he had no time for breakfast nor indeed to offer a report on General Foy’s health. He had brought news and, for a second, he was too full of it to speak properly, but then he controlled himself and pointed eastward. “The British, sir, they’re in the seminary.”


      Soult stared at him for a heartbeat, not quite believing what he heard. “They are what?” he asked.


      “British, sir, in the seminary.”


      “But Quesnel assured me there were no boats!” Soult protested. Quesnel was the city’s French governor.


      “None on their bank, sir.” All the boats in the city had been pulled from the water and piled on the quays where they were available for the French to use, but would be of no use to anyone coming from the south.


      “But they’re nevertheless crossing,” Brossard said. “They’re already on the hill.”


      Soult felt his heart miss a beat. The seminary was on a hill that dominated the road to Amarante, and that road was his lifeline back to the depots in Spain and also the connection between the garrison in Oporto and General Loison’s men on the Tamega. If the British cut that road then they could pick off the French army piece by piece and Soult’s reputation would be destroyed along with his men. The Marshal stood, knocking over his chair in his anger. “Tell General Foy to push them back into the river!” he roared. “Now! Go! Push them into the river!”


      The men hurried from the room, leaving Kate and Christopher alone, and Kate saw the look of utter panic on her husband’s face and felt a fierce joy because of it. The windows rattled, the chandeliers shivered and the British were coming.


      [image: logo]


      “WELL, WELL, well! We have Rifles among our congregation! We are blessed indeed. I didn’t know any of the 95th were attached to the 1st Brigade.” The speaker was a burly, rubicund man with a balding head and an affable face. If it were not for his uniform he would have looked like a friendly farmer and Sharpe could imagine him in an English market town, leaning on a hurdle, prodding plump sheep and waiting for a livestock auction to begin. “You are most welcome,” he told Sharpe.


      “That’s Daddy Hill,” Harris told Pendleton.


      “Now, now, young man,” General Hill boomed, “you shouldn’t use an officer’s nickname within his earshot. Liable to get you punished!”


      “Sorry, sir.” Harris had not meant to speak so loudly.


      “But you’re a rifleman so you’re forgiven. And a very scruffy rifleman too, I must say! What is the army coming to when we don’t dress for battle, eh?” He beamed at Harris, then fished in his pocket and brought out a handful of almonds. “Something to occupy your tongue, young man.”


      “Thank you, sir.”


      There were now two generals on the seminary roof. General Hill, commander of the 1st Brigade, whose forces were crossing the river and whose kindly nature had earned him the nickname of “Daddy,” had joined Sir Edward Paget just in time to see three French battalions come from the city’s eastern suburbs and form into two columns that would assault the seminary hill. The three battalions were in the valley, being pushed and harried into their ranks by sergeants and corporals. One column would come straight up at the seminary’s facade while the other was forming near the Amarante road to assault the northern flank. But the French were also aware that British reinforcements were constantly arriving at the seminary and so they had sent a battery of guns to the river bank with orders to sink the three barges. The columns waited for the gunners to open fire, probably hoping that once the barges were sunk the gunners would turn their weapons onto the seminary.


      And Sharpe, who had been wondering why Sir Arthur Wellesley had not put guns at the convent across the river, saw that he had worried about nothing, for no sooner did the French batteries appear than a dozen British guns, which had been parked out of sight at the back of the convent terrace, were wheeled forward. “That’s the medicine for Frenchmen!” General Hill exclaimed when the great row of guns appeared.


      The first to fire was a five-and-a-half-inch howitzer, the British equivalent of the cannon that had bombarded Sharpe on the watchtower hill. It was loaded with a spherical case shot, a weapon that only Britain deployed, which had been invented by Lieutenant Colonel Shrapnel and the manner of its working was kept a closely guarded secret. The shell, which was packed with musket balls about a central charge of powder, was designed to shower those balls and the scraps of its casing down onto enemy troops, yet to work properly it had to explode well short of its target so that the shot’s forward momentum carried the lethal missiles on to the enemy, and that precision demanded that the gunners cut their fuses with exquisite skill. The howitzer’s gunner had that skill. The howitzer boomed and rocked back on its trail, the shell arced over the river, leaving the telltale wisp of fuse smoke in its wake, then exploded twenty yards short and twenty feet above the leading French gun just as it was being unlimbered. The explosion tore the air red and white, the bullets and shattered casing screamed down and every horse in the French team was eviscerated, and every man in the French gun crew, all fourteen of them, was either killed or wounded, while the gun itself was thrown off its carriage.


      “Oh dear,” Hill said, forgetting the bloodthirsty welcome with which he had greeted the sight of the British batteries. “Those poor fellows,” he said, “dear me.”


      The cheers of the British soldiers in the seminary were drowned by the huge bellow of the other British guns opening fire. From their eyrie on the southern bank they dominated the French position and their spherical case, common shells and round shot swept the French guns with dreadful effect. The French gunners abandoned their pieces, left their horses squealing and dying, and fled, and then the British guns racked their elevating screws or loosened the howitzer quoins and started to pour shot and shell into the massed ranks of the nearest French column. They raked it from the flank, pouring round shot through close-packed files, exploding case shot over their heads and killing with a terrible ease.


      The French officers took one panicked look at their broken artillery and ordered the infantry up the slope. Drummers at the heart of the two columns began their incessant rhythm and the front rank stepped off as another round shot whipped through the files to plough a red furrow in the blue uniforms. Men screamed and died, yet still the drums beat and the men chanted their war cry, “Vive l’Empereur!”


      Sharpe had seen columns before and was puzzled by them. The British army fought against other infantry arrayed in two ranks and every man could use his musket, and if cavalry threatened they marched and wheeled into a square of four ranks, and still every man could use his musket, but the soldiers at the heart of the two French columns could never fire without hitting the men in front.


      These columns both had around forty men in a rank and twenty in each file. The French used such a formation, a great battering block of men, because it was simpler to persuade conscripts to advance in such an array and because, against badly trained troops, the very sight of such a great mass of men was daunting. But against redcoats? It was suicide.


      “Vive l’Empereur!” the French shouted in rhythm with the drums, though their shout was half-hearted because both formations were climbing steep slopes and the men were breathless.


      “God save our good King George,” General Hill sang in a surprisingly fine tenor voice, “long live our noble George, don’t shoot too high.” He sang the last four words and the men on the roof grinned. Hagman hauled back the flint of his rifle and sighted on a French officer who was laboring up the slope with a sword in his hand. Sharpe’s riflemen were on the northern wing of the seminary, facing the column that was not being flayed by the British guns on the convent terrace. A new battery had just deployed low on the river’s southern bank and it was adding its fire to the two batteries on the convent hill, but none of the British guns could see the northern column, which would have to be thrown back by rifle and musket fire alone. Vicente’s Portuguese were manning the loopholes on the northern garden wall and by now there were so many men in the seminary that every loophole had three or four men so that each could fire, then step back to reload while another took his place. Sharpe saw that some of the redcoats had green facings and cuffs. The Berkshires, he thought, which meant the whole of the Buffs were in the building and new battalions were now arriving.


      “Aim at the officers!” Sharpe called to his riflemen. “Muskets, don’t fire! This order is for rifles only.” He made the distinction because a musket, fired at this range, was a wasted shot, but his riflemen would be lethal. He waited a second, took a breath. “Fire!”


      Hagman’s officer jerked back, both arms in the air, sword cart-wheeling back over the column. Another officer was down on his knees clutching his belly, and a third was holding his shoulder. The front of the column stepped over the corpse and the blue-coated line seemed to shudder as more bullets slammed into them, and then the long leading French ranks, panicked by the whistle of rifled bullets about their ears, fired up at the seminary. The volley was ear-splitting, the smoke smothered the slope like sea fog and the musket balls rattled on the seminary walls and shattered its glass windows. The volley at least served to hide the French for a few yards, but then they reappeared through the smoke and more rifles fired and another officer went down. The column divided to pass the solitary tree, then the long ranks reunited when they were past it.


      The men in the garden began firing, then the redcoats crammed into the seminary windows and arrayed with Sharpe’s men on the roof pulled their triggers. Muskets crashed, smoke thickened, the balls plucked at men in the column’s front ranks and put them down and the men advancing behind lost their cohesion as they tried not to step on their dead or wounded colleagues.


      “Fire low!” a sergeant of the Buffs called to his men. “Don’t waste His Majesty’s lead!”


      Colonel Waters was carrying spare canteens about the roof for men who were parched by biting the cartridges. The saltpeter in the gunpowder dried the mouth fast and men gulped the water between shots.


      The column attacking the seminary’s western face was already shredded. Those Frenchmen were being assailed by rifle and musket fire, but the cannonade from the southern bank of the river was far worse. Gunners had rarely been offered such an easy target, the chance to rake the flank of an enemy’s infantry column, and they worked like demons. Spherical case cracked in the air, shooting fiery strands of smoke in crazy trajectories, round shots bounced and hammered through the ranks and shells exploded in the column’s heart. Three drummers were hit by case shot, then a round shot whipped the head off another drummer boy, and when the instruments went silent the infantrymen lost heart and began to edge backward. Musket volleys spat from the seminary’s three upper floors and the big building now looked as though it was on fire because powder smoke was writhing thick from every window. The loopholes jetted flame, the balls struck wavering ranks, and then the French in the western column began to retreat faster and the backward movement turned to panic and they broke.


      Some of the French, instead of retreating to the cover of the houses on the valley’s far side, houses that were even now being struck by round shot so that their rafters and masonry were being splintered and the first fires were burning in the wreckage, ran to join the northern attack which was shielded by the seminary from the cannon fire. That northern column kept coming. It was taking dreadful punishment, but it was soaking up the bullets and musket balls, and the sergeants and officers continually pushed men into the front ranks to replace the dead and the wounded. And so the column came ponderously uphill, but no one in the French ranks had really thought what they would do when they reached the hilltop where there was no door facing them. They would have to skirt the building and try to break through the big gates leading to the garden and when the men in the front ranks saw no place to go they simply stopped advancing and began shooting instead. A ball plucked at Sharpe’s sleeve. A newly arrived lieutenant of the Northamptonshire regiment fell back with a sigh, a bullet in his forehead. He lay on his back, dead before he fell, looking strangely peaceful. The redcoats had placed their cartridges and propped their ramrods on the red-tiled parapet to make loading quicker, but there were now so many on the roof that they jostled each other as they fired down into the dim mass of Frenchmen who were wreathed in their own smoke. One Frenchman ran bravely forward to fire through a loophole, but he was hit before he could reach the wall. Sharpe had fired one shot, then he just watched his men. Pendleton and Perkins, the youngest, were grinning as they fired. Cooper and Tongue were reloading for Hagman, knowing he was a better shot, and the old poacher was calmly picking off one man after the other.


      A cannonball screamed overhead and Sharpe twisted round to see that the French had placed a battery on the hill to the west, at the city’s edge. There was a small chapel there with a bell tower and Sharpe saw the bell tower vanish in smoke, then crumble into ruin as the British batteries at the convent hammered the newly arrived French guns. A Berkshire man turned to watch and a bullet whipped through his mouth, mangling his teeth and tongue and he swore incoherently, spitting a stream of blood.


      “Don’t watch the city!” Sharpe bellowed. “Keep shooting! Keep shooting!”


      Hundreds of Frenchmen were firing muskets uphill and the vast majority of the shots were simply wasted against stone walls, but some found targets. Dodd had a flesh wound in his left arm, but he kept firing. A redcoat was hit in the throat and choked to death. The solitary tree on the northern slope was twitching as it was struck by bullets and shreds of leaf were flying away with the French musket smoke. A sergeant of the Buffs fell back with a bullet in his ribs, and then Sir Edward Paget sent men from the western side of the roof, who had already seen their column defeated, to add their fire to the northern side. The muskets flared and coughed and spat down, the smoke thickened, and Sir Edward grinned at Daddy Hill. “Brave bastards!” Sir Edward had to shout over the noise of muskets and rifles.


      “They won’t stand, Ned,” Hill called back. “They won’t stand.”


      Hill was right. The first Frenchmen were already backing down the hill because of the futility of shooting at stone walls. Sir Edward, exultant at this easy victory, went to the parapet to look at the retreating enemy and he stood there, gold braid catching the smoke-dimmed sun, watching the enemy column disintegrate and run away, but a few stubborn Frenchmen still fired and suddenly Sir Edward gasped, clapped a hand to his elbow and Sharpe saw that the sleeve of the General’s elegant red coat was torn and that a jagged piece of white bone was showing through the ripped wool and bloody mangled flesh.


      “Jesus!” Paget swore. He was in terrible pain. The ball had shattered his elbow and seared up through his biceps. He was half bent over with the agony and very pale.


      “Take him down to the doctors,” Hill ordered. “You’ll be all right, Ned.”


      Paget forced himself to stand straight. An aide had taken off a neck-cloth and was trying to bind his General’s wound, but Paget shook him off. “The command is yours,” he said to Hill through clenched teeth.


      “So it is,” Hill acknowledged.


      “Keep firing!” Sharpe shouted at his men. It did not matter that the rifle barrels were almost too hot to touch, what mattered was to drive the remaining French back down the hill or, better still, to kill them. Another rush of feet announced that more reinforcements had arrived at the seminary for the French had yet to find any way of stopping the traffic across the river. The British artillery, kings of this battlefield, were hammering any French gunner who dared show his face. Every few moments a brave French crew would run to the abandoned guns on the quay in hope of putting a round shot into one of the barges, but every time they were struck by spherical case and even by canister, for the new British battery, down at the water’s edge, was close enough to use the deadly ammunition across the river. The musket balls flared from the cannons’ mouths like duck shot, killing six or seven men at a time, and after a while the French gunners abandoned their efforts and just hid in the houses at the back of the quay.


      And then, quite suddenly, there were no Frenchmen firing on the northern slope. The grass was horrid with dead men and wounded men and with fallen muskets and with little flickering fires where the musket wadding had set light to the grass, but the survivors had fled to the Amarante road in the valley. The single tree looked as though it had been attacked by locusts. A drum trundled down the hill, making a rattling noise. Sharpe saw a French flag through the smoke, but could not see whether the staff was topped by an eagle.


      “Stop firing!” Hill called.


      “Clean your barrels!” Sharpe shouted. “Check your flints!”


      For the French would be back. Of that he was certain. They would be back.

    

  


  
    
      Chapter 9

    


    
      MORE MEN CAME to the seminary. A score of Portuguese civilians arrived with hunting guns and bags of ammunition, escorted by a plump priest who was cheered by the redcoats when he arrived in the garden with a bell-mouthed blunderbuss like those carried by stage-coach drivers to repel highwaymen. The Buffs had relit the fires in the kitchens and now fetched great metal cauldrons of tea or hot water to the roof. The tea cleaned out the soldiers’ throats and the hot water swilled out their muskets and rifles. Ten boxes of spare ammunition were also carried up and Harper filled his shako with the cartridges, which were not as fine as those supplied for the rifles, but would do in a pinch. “And this is what you call a pinch, sir, eh?” he asked, distributing the cartridges along the parapet where the rifles and ramrods leaned. The French were thickening in the low ground to the north. If they had any sense, Sharpe thought, the enemy would bring mortars to that low ground, but so far none had appeared. Perhaps all the mortars were to the west of the city, guarding against the Royal Navy, and too far away to be fetched quickly.


      Extra loopholes were battered through the garden’s northern wall. Two of the Northamptonshires had manhandled a great pair of rain butts to the wall and propped the door of the garden shed across the barrels’ tops to make a fire step from which they could shoot over the wall’s coping.


      Harris brought Sharpe a mug of tea, then looked left and right before producing a leg of cold chicken from his cartridge box. “Thought you might like this as well, sir.”


      “Where did you get it?”


      “Found it, sir,” Harris said vaguely, “and I got one for you too, Sarge.” Harris gave a leg to Harper, then produced a breast for himself, brushed some loose powder from it and bit into it hungrily.


      Sharpe discovered he was famished and the chicken tasted delicious. “Where did it come from?” he insisted.


      “I think they were General Paget’s dinner, sir,” Harris confessed, “but he’s probably lost his appetite.”


      “I should think he has,” Sharpe said, “and a pity to let good chicken waste, eh?” He turned as a drumbeat sounded and saw the French were forming their ranks again, but this time only on the northern side of the seminary. “To your places!” he called, chucking the chicken bone far out into the garden. A few of the French were now carrying ladders, presumably plundered from the houses that were being battered by the British guns. “When they come,” he called, “aim for the men with the ladders.” Even without the rifle fire he doubted the French could get close enough to place the ladders against the garden wall, but it did no harm to make certain. Most of his riflemen had used the lull in the fight to load their newly cleaned barrels with leather-wrapped balls and prime powder which meant their first shots ought to be lethally accurate. After that, as the French pressed closer and the noise rose and the smoke thickened, they would use cartridges, leave the leather patches in their butt traps and so sacrifice accuracy for speed. Sharpe now loaded his own rifle, using a patch, but no sooner had he returned the ramrod to its slots than General Hill was beside him.


      “I’ve never fired a rifle,” Hill said.


      “Very like a musket, sir,” Sharpe said, embarrassed at being singled out by a general.


      “May I?” Hill reached for the weapon and Sharpe yielded it. “It’s rather beautiful,” Hill said wistfully, caressing the Baker’s flank, “not nearly as cumbersome as a musket.”


      “It’s a lovely thing,” Sharpe said fervently.


      Hill aimed the gun down the hill, seemed about to cock and fire, then suddenly handed it back to Sharpe. “I’d dearly like to try it,” he said, “but if I missed my aim then the whole army would know about it, eh? And I’d never live that down.” He spoke loudly and Sharpe understood he had been an unwitting participant in a little piece of theater. Hill had not really been interested in the rifle, but rather in taking the men’s minds away from the threat beneath them. In the process he had subtly flattered them by suggesting they could do something he could not, and he had left them grinning. Sharpe thought about what he had just seen. He admired it, but he also admired Sir Arthur Wellesley who would never have resorted to such a display. Sir Arthur would ignore the men and the men, in turn, would fight like demons to gain his grudging approval.


      Sharpe had never wasted much time worrying why some men were born to be officers and others not. He had jumped the gap, but that did not make the system any less unfair. Yet to complain of the world’s unfairness was the same as grumbling that the sun was hot or that the wind sometimes changed its direction. Unfairness existed, it always had and it always would, and the miracle, to Sharpe’s eyes, was that some men like Hill and Wellesley, though they had become wealthy and privileged through unfair advantages, were nevertheless superb at what they did. Not all generals were good, many were downright bad, but Sharpe had usually been lucky and found himself commanded by men who knew their business. Sharpe did not care that Sir Arthur Wellesley was the son of an aristocrat and had purchased his way up the ladder of promotion and was as cold as a lawyer’s sense of charity. The long-nosed bugger knew how to win and that was what mattered.


      And what mattered now was to beat these Frenchmen. The column, much larger than the first, was surging forward, driven by the drumsticks. The Frenchmen cheered, perhaps to give themselves confidence, and they must have been encouraged by the fact that the British guns on the river’s far side could not see them. But then, provoking a British cheer, a spherical case shot fired by a howitzer exploded just ahead of the column’s center. The British gunners were firing blind, arching their shots over the seminary, but they were firing well and their first shot killed the French cheering dead.


      “Rifles only!” Sharpe called. “Fire when you’re ready. Don’t waste the patch! Hagman? Go for that big man with the saber.”


      “I see him, sir,” Hagman said and shifted his rifle to aim at the officer who was striding ahead, setting an example, asking to be rifle meat.


      “Look for the ladders,” Sharpe reminded the others, then walked to the parapet, put his left foot on the coping and the rifle to his shoulder. He aimed at a man with a ladder, sighting on the man’s head in the expectation that the bullet would fall to take him in the lower belly or groin. The wind was in Sharpe’s face so would not drift the shot. He fired and was immediately blinded by the smoke. Hagman fired next, then there was the crackle of the other rifles. The muskets kept silent. Sharpe went to his left to see past the smoke and saw that the saber-carrying officer had vanished, as had any other man struck by a bullet. They had been swallowed by the advancing column that stepped over and past the victims, then Sharpe saw a ladder reappear as it was snatched up by a man in the fourth or fifth rank. He felt in his cartridge box for another round and began to reload.


      He did not look at the rifle as he reloaded. He just did what he had been trained to do, what he could do in his sleep, and just as he primed the rifle so the first musket balls were shot from the garden wall, then the muskets opened fire from the windows and roof, and the seminary was again wreathed in smoke and noise. The cannon shots rumbled above, so close that Sharpe almost ducked once, and the case shot banged above the slope. Bullets and musket balls ripped into the French files. Close to a thousand men were in the seminary now and they were protected by stone walls and given a wide open target. Sharpe fired another shot down the hill, then walked up and down behind his men, watching. Slattery needed a new flint and Sharpe gave him one, then Tarrant’s mainspring broke and Sharpe replaced the weapon with Williamson’s old rifle which Harper had been carrying ever since they left Vila Real de Zedes. The enemy’s drums sounded nearer and Sharpe reloaded his own rifle as the first French musket bullets rattled against the seminary’s stones. “They’re firing blind,” Sharpe told his men, “firing blind! Don’t waste your shots. Look for targets.” That was difficult because of the smoke hanging over the slope, but vagaries of wind sometimes stirred the fog to reveal blue uniforms and the French were close enough for Sharpe to see faces. He aimed at a man with an enormous mustache, fired and lost sight of the man as the smoke blossomed from his rifle’s muzzle.


      The noise of the fight was awesome. Muskets crackling incessantly, the drumbeats thumping, the case shots banging overhead, and beneath all that violence was the sound of men crying in distress. A redcoat slumped down near Harper, blood puddling by his head until a sergeant dragged the man away from the parapet, leaving a smear of bright red on the roof’s lead. Far off—it had to be on the river’s southern bank—a band was playing “The Drum Major” and Sharpe tapped his rifle’s butt in time to the tune. A French ramrod came whirling through the air to clatter against the seminary wall, evidently fired by a conscript who had panicked and pulled his trigger before he cleared his barrel. Sharpe remembered how, in Flanders, at his very first battle as a red-coated private, a man’s musket had misfired, but he had gone on reloading, pulling the trigger, reloading, and when they drilled out his musket after the battle they found sixteen useless charges crammed down the barrel. What was the man’s name? He had been from Norfolk, despite being in a Yorkshire regiment, and he had called everyone “bor.” Sharpe could not remember the name and it annoyed him. A musket ball whipped past his face, another hit the parapet and shattered a tile. Down in the garden Vicente’s men and the redcoats were not aiming their muskets, but just pushing the muzzles into the loopholes, pulling the triggers, and getting out of the way so the next man could use the embrasure. There were some green-jackets in the garden now and Sharpe guessed a company of the 60th, the Royal American Rifles, must be attached to Hill’s brigade and was now joining the fight. They would do better, he thought, to climb to the roof than try to fire their Bakers through the loopholes. The single tree on the northern slope was thrashing as though in a gale and there was scarcely one leaf left on its splintered branches. Smoke drifted through the winter-bare twigs that twitched continually from the bullet strikes.


      Sharpe primed his rifle, put it to his shoulder, looked for a target, saw a knot of blue uniforms very close to the garden wall and put the bullet into them. The air hissed with bullets. God damn it, but why didn’t the bastards pull back? A brave group of Frenchmen tried to run down the seminary’s western face to reach the big gate, but the British guns at the convent saw them and the shells cracked black and red, smearing blood across the paved terrace and up the garden wall’s whitewashed stones. Sharpe saw his men grimacing as they tried to force the new bullets down the powder-fouled barrels. There was no time to clean the rifles, they just hammered the bullets down and pulled the trigger. Fire and fire again, and the French were doing the same, a mad duel of bullets, and above the smoke, across the northern valley, Sharpe saw a horde of new French infantry streaming out of the city.


      Two men in shirtsleeves were carrying boxes of ammunition round the roof. “Who needs it?” they shouted, sounding like London street traders. “Fresh lead! Who needs it? Fresh lead! New powder!” One of General Hill’s aides was carrying canteens of water to the parapet while Hill himself, red-faced and anxious, stood close to the redcoats so he was seen to share their danger. He caught Sharpe’s gaze and offered a grimace as if to suggest that this was harder work than he had anticipated.


      More troops came to the roof, men with fresh muskets and full cartridge boxes, and with them were the riflemen of the 60th whose officer must have realized he had been in the wrong place. He gave Sharpe a companionable nod, then ordered his men to the parapet. Flames jetted down, smoke thickened, and still the French tried to blast their way through stone walls with nothing but musket fire. Two Frenchmen succeeded in scaling the garden wall, but hesitated at the top and were seized and dragged across the coping to be battered to death by musket butts on the path beneath. Seven dead redcoats were laid out on another gravel path, their hands curling in death and the blood of their wounds slowly hardening and turning black, but most of the British dead were in the seminary’s corridors, dragged away from the big windows that made the best targets for the frustrated French.


      A whole new column was now climbing the slope, coming to swell the shattered ranks of the first, but though the beleaguered men in the seminary could not know it, these newcomers were the symptom of French defeat. Marshal Soult, desperate for fresh troops to attack the seminary, had stripped the city itself of infantry, and the people of Oporto, finding themselves unguarded for the first time since the end of March, swarmed down to the river and dragged their boats out of warehouses, shops and back-yards where the occupiers had kept them under guard. A swarm of those small craft now rowed across the river, past the shattered remnants of the pontoon bridge, to the quays of Vila Nova de Gaia where the Brigade of Guards was waiting. An officer peered anxiously across the Douro to reassure himself that the French were not waiting in ambush on the opposite quay, then shouted at his men to embark. The Guards were rowed back to the city and still more boats appeared and more redcoats crossed. Soult did not know it, but his city was filling with the enemy.


      Nor did the men attacking the seminary know it, not till the redcoats appeared at the city’s eastern edge, and by then the second giant column had climbed into the death storm of bullets flicking from the seminary’s walls, roof and windows. The noise rivaled that of Trafalgar, where Sharpe had been dazed by the incessant boom of the great ships’ guns, but this noise was higher pitched as the muskets’ discharges blended into an eerie, hard-edged shriek. The higher slope of the seminary hill was sodden with blood and the surviving Frenchmen were using the bodies of their dead comrades as protection. A few drummers still tried to drive the broken columns on, but then came a shout of alarm from a French sergeant, and the shout spread, and suddenly the smoke was dissipating and the slope emptying as the French saw the Brigade of Guards advancing across the valley.


      The French ran. They had fought bravely, going against stone walls with muskets, but now they panicked and all discipline vanished as they ran for the road going east toward Amarante. Other French forces, cavalry and artillery among them, were hurrying from the higher part of the city, escaping the flood of redcoats ferried across the Douro and fleeing the revenge of the townsfolk who hunted up the alleys and streets to find wounded Frenchmen whom they attacked with fish-filleting knives or battered with clubs.


      There was screaming and howling in Oporto’s streets, but only a strange silence in the bullet-scarred seminary. Then General Hill cupped his hands. “Follow them!” he shouted. “Follow them! I want a pursuit!”


      “Rifles! To me!” Sharpe called. He held his men back from the pursuit. They had already endured enough, he reckoned, and it was time to give them a rest. “Clean your guns,” he ordered them, and so they stayed as the redcoats and riflemen of the 1st Brigade formed ranks outside the seminary and then marched away eastward.


      A score of dead men were left on the roof. There were long streaks of blood showing where they had been pulled away from the parapet. The smoke about the building slowly cleared until the air felt clean again. The slopes beneath the seminary were strewn with discarded French packs and French bodies, not all of them dead. A wounded man crawled away between the blood-spattered blossoms of ragweed. A dog sniffed at a corpse. Ravens came on black wings to taste the dead, and women and children hurried from the houses in the valley to begin the plunder. A wounded man tried to twitch away from a girl who could not have been more than eleven and she drew a butchering knife from her apron belt, a knife that had been sharpened so often that its blade was little more than a whisper of thin steel attached to a bone handle, and she sliced it across the Frenchman’s throat, then grimaced because his blood had splashed onto her lap. Her little sister was dragging six muskets by their slings. The small fires started by wadding smoked between the corpses where the plump Portuguese priest, the blunderbuss still in one hand, made the sign of the cross over the Frenchmen he had helped to kill.


      While the living French, in panicked disarray, ran.


      And the city of Oporto had been recaptured.
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      THE LETTER, addressed to Richard Sharpe, Esq, was waiting on the mantel of the parlor in the House Beautiful and it was a miracle it had survived because that afternoon a score of Royal Artillery gunners made the house into their billet and the first thing they did was to break up the parlor’s furniture to make a fire and the letter was an ideal piece of kindling, but then Captain Hogan arrived just before the fire was lit and managed to retrieve the paper. He had come looking for Sharpe and had asked the gunners if any messages had been left in the house, thinking Sharpe might have left one. “English folk live here, lads,” he told the gunners as he opened the unsealed letter, “so wipe your feet and clean up behind yourselves.” He read the brief message, and thought for a while. “I suppose none of you have seen a tall Rifle officer from the 95th? No? Well, if he shows up, tell him to go to the Palacio das Carrancas.”


      “The what, sir?” a gunner asked.


      “Big building down the hill,” Hogan explained. “Headquarters.” Hogan knew Sharpe was alive for Colonel Waters had told him of meeting Sharpe that morning, but though Hogan roamed the streets he had not found Sharpe and so a pair of orderlies were sent to search the city for the stray rifleman.


      A new pontoon bridge was already being floated across the Douro. The city was free again and it celebrated with flags, wine and music. Hundreds of French prisoners were under guard in a warehouse and a long row of captured French guns was parked on the river’s quay where the British merchant ships that had been captured when the city fell now flew their own flags again. Marshal Soult and his army had marched away east toward the bridge at Amarante that the French had captured so recently and they were blissfully unaware that General Beresford, the new commander of the Portuguese army, had recaptured the bridge and was waiting for them.


      “If they can’t cross at Amarante,” Wellesley demanded that evening, “then where will they go?” The question was asked in the blue reception room of the Palacio das Carrancas where Wellesley and his staff had eaten a meal that had evidently been cooked for Marshal Soult and which had been found still hot in the palace’s ovens. The meal had been lamb, which Sir Arthur liked, but so tricked out with onions, scraps of ham and mushrooms that its taste had been quite spoiled for him. “I thought the French appreciated cooking,” he had grumbled, then demanded that an orderly bring him a bottle of vinegar from the kitchens. He had doused the lamb, scraped away the offending mushrooms and onions, and decided the meal was much improved.


      Now, with the remnants of the meal cleared away, the officers crowded about a hand-drawn map that Captain Hogan had spread on the table. Sir Arthur traced a finger across the map. “They’ll want to get back to Spain, of course,” he said, “but how?”


      He had expected Colonel Waters, the most senior of the exploring officers, to answer the question, but Waters had not ridden the north country and so the Colonel nodded to Captain Hogan, the most junior officer in the room. Hogan had spent the weeks before Soult’s invasion mapping the Trás os Montes, the wild northern mountains where the roads twisted and the rivers ran fast and the bridges were few and narrow. Portuguese troops were even now marching to cut off those bridges and so deny the French the roads which would lead them back to their fortresses in Spain, and Hogan now tapped the vacant space on the map north of the road from Oporto to Amarante. “If Amarante’s taken, sir, and our fellows capture Braga tomorrow,” Hogan paused and glanced at Sir Arthur who gave an irritable nod, “then Soult is in a pickle, a real pickle. He’ll have to cross the Serra de Santa Catalina and there are no carriage roads in those hills.”


      “What is there?” Wellesley asked, staring at the forbidding vacancy of the map.


      “Goat tracks,” Hogan said, “wolves, footpaths, ravines and very angry peasants. Once he gets to here, sir”—he tapped the map to the north of the Serra de Santa Catalina—“he’s got a passable road that will take him home, but to reach that road he’ll have to abandon his wagons, his guns, his carriages, in fact everything that can’t be carried on a man or a mule’s back.”


      Thunder growled above the city. The sound of rain began, then grew heavier, pelting down onto the terrace and rattling on the tall uncurtained windows. “Damn bloody weather,” Wellesley growled, knowing it would slow down his pursuit of the beaten French.


      “It rains on the ungodly too, sir,” Hogan observed.


      “Damn them as well.” Wellesley bridled. He was not sure how much he liked Hogan, whom he had inherited from Cradock. The damn man was Irish for a start which reminded Wellesley that he himself had been born in Ireland, a fact of which he was not particularly proud, and the man was plainly not high born and Sir Arthur liked his aides to come from good families, yet he recognized that prejudice as quite unreasonable and he was beginning to suspect that the quiet-spoken Hogan had a good deal of competence, while Colonel Waters, of whom Wellesley did approve, spoke very warmly of the Irishman.


      “So,” Wellesley summed up the situation, “they’re on the road between here and Amarante, and they can’t come back without fighting us and they can’t go forward without meeting Beresford, so they must go north into the hills. And where do they go after that?”


      “To this road here, sir,” Hogan answered, pointing a pencil at the map. “It goes from Braga to Chaves, sir, and if he manages to get past the Ponte Nova and reach Ruivaens, which is a village here”—he paused to make a pencil mark on the map—“then there’s a track that will take him north across the hills to Montalegre and that’s just a stone’s throw from the frontier.” Sir Arthur’s aides were huddled about the dining table, looking down at the candlelit map, though one man, a slight and pale figure dressed in elegant civilian clothes, did not bother to take any interest, but just stretched languidly in an armchair where he managed to convey the insulting impression that he was bored by this talk of maps, roads, hills and bridges.


      “And this road, sir,” Hogan went on, tracing his pencil from the Ponte Nova to Montalegre, “is a real devil. It’s a twister, sir. You have to walk five miles to go a half-mile forward. And better still, sir, it crosses a couple of rivers, small ones, but in deep gorges with quick water, and that means high bridges, sir, and if the Portuguese can cut one of those bridges then Monsieur Soult is lost, sir. He’s trapped. He can only lead his men across the mountains and they’ll have the devil on their heels all the way.”


      “God speed the Portuguese,” Wellesley grunted, grimacing at the sound of the rain which he knew would slow his allies who were advancing inland in an attempt to sever the roads by which the French could reach Spain. They had already cut them off at Amarante, but now they would need to march further north while Wellesley’s army, fresh from its triumph at Oporto, would have to chase the French. The British were the beaters driving their game toward the Portuguese guns. Wellesley stared at the map. “You drew this, Hogan?”


      “I did, sir.”


      “And it’s reliable?”


      “It is, sir.”


      Sir Arthur grunted. If it were not for the weather, he thought, he would bag Soult and all his men, but the rain would make it a damned difficult pursuit. Which meant the sooner it began the better and so aides were sent with orders that would start the British army on its march at dawn. Then, the orders given, Sir Arthur yawned. He badly needed some sleep before the morning and he was about to turn in when the big doors were thrown open and a very wet, very ragged and very unshaven rifleman entered. He saw General Wellesley, looked surprised and instinctively came to attention.


      “Good God,” Wellesley said sourly.


      “I think you know Lieutenant…” Hogan began.


      “Of course I know Lieutenant Sharpe,” Wellesley snapped, “but what I want to know is what the devil is he doing here? The 95th aren’t with us.”


      Hogan removed the candlesticks from the corners of the map and let it roll up. “That’s my doing, Sir Arthur,” he said calmly. “I found Lieutenant Sharpe and his men wandering like lost sheep and took them into my care, and ever since he’s been escorting me on my journeys to the frontier. I couldn’t have coped with the French patrols on my own, Sir Arthur, and Mister Sharpe was a great comfort.”


      Wellesley, while Hogan offered the explanation, just stared at Sharpe. “You were lost?” he demanded coldly.


      “Cut off, sir,” Sharpe said.


      “During the retreat to Corunna?”


      “Yes, sir,” Sharpe said. In fact his unit had been retreating toward Vigo, but the distinction was not important and Sharpe had long learned to keep replies to senior officers as brief as possible.


      “So where the devil have you been these last few weeks?” Wellesley asked tartly. “Skulking?”


      “Yes, sir,” Sharpe said, and the staff officers stiffened at the whiff of insolence that drifted through the room.


      “I ordered the Lieutenant to find a young Englishwoman who was lost, sir,” Hogan hurried to explain. “In fact I ordered him to accompany Colonel Christopher.”


      The mention of that name was like a whip crack. No one spoke though the young civilian who had been pretending to sleep in the armchair and who had opened his eyes wide with surprise when Sharpe’s name was first mentioned now paid very close attention. He was a painfully thin young man and pallid, as though he feared the sun, and there was something feline, almost feminine, in his delicate appearance. His clothes, so very elegant, would have been well suited to a London drawing room or a Paris salon, but here, amidst the unwashed uniforms and suntanned officers of Wellesley’s staff, he looked like a pampered lapdog among hounds. He was sitting up straight now and staring intently at Sharpe.


      “Colonel Christopher.” Wellesley broke the silence. “So you’ve been with him?” he demanded of Sharpe.


      “General Cradock ordered me to stay with him, sir,” Sharpe said, and took the General’s order from his pouch and laid it on the table.


      Wellesley did not even glance at the paper. “What the devil was Cradock doing?” he snapped. “Christopher’s not even a properly commissioned officer, he’s a damned Foreign Office flunkey!” These last words were spat at the pale young man, who, rather than respond, made an airily dismissive gesture with the delicate fingers of his right hand. He caught Sharpe’s eye then and turned the gesture into a small wave of welcome and Sharpe realized, with a start of recognition, that it was Lord Pumphrey whom he had last met in Copenhagen. His lordship, Sharpe knew, was mysteriously prominent in the Foreign Office, but Pumphrey offered no explanation of his presence in Oporto as Wellesley snatched up General Cradock’s order, read it and then threw the paper down. “So what did Christopher order you to do?” he asked Sharpe.


      “To stay at a place called Vila Real de Zedes, sir.”


      “And do what there, pray?”


      “Be killed, sir.”


      “Be killed?” Sir Arthur asked in a dangerous tone. He knew Sharpe was being impudent and, though the rifleman had once saved his life, Sir Arthur was quite ready to slap him down.


      “He brought a French force to the village, sir. They attacked us.”


      “Not very effectively, it seems,” Wellesley said sarcastically.


      “Not very, no, sir,” Sharpe agreed, “but there were twelve hundred of them, sir, and only sixty of us.” He said no more and there was silence in the big room as men worked out the odds. Twenty to one. Another peal of thunder racked the sky and a shard of lightning flickered to the west.


      “Twelve hundred, Richard?” Hogan asked in a voice which suggested Sharpe might like to amend the figure downward.


      “There were probably more, sir,” Sharpe said stoically. “The 31st Léger attacked us, but they were backed up by at least one regiment of dragoons and an howitzer. Only the one, though, sir, and we saw them off.” He stopped and no one spoke again, and Sharpe remembered he had not paid tribute to his ally and so turned back to Wellesley. “I had Lieutenant Vicente with me, sir, of the 18th Portuguese, and his thirty-odd lads helped us a lot, but I’m sorry to report he lost a couple of men and I lost a couple too. And one of my men deserted, sir. I’m sorry about that.”


      There was another silence, a much longer one, in which the officers stared at Sharpe and Sharpe tried to count the candles on the big table, and then Lord Pumphrey broke the silence. “You tell us, Lieutenant, that Mister Christopher brought these troops to attack you?”


      “Yes, sir.”


      Pumphrey smiled. “Did he bring them? Or was he brought by them?”


      “He brought them,” Sharpe said vigorously. “And then he had the bloody nerve to come up the hill and tell me the war was over and we ought to walk down and let the French take care of us.”


      “Thank you, Lieutenant,” Pumphrey said with exaggerated civility.


      There was another silence, then Colonel Waters cleared his throat. “You will recall, sir,” he said softly, “that it was Lieutenant Sharpe who provided us with our navy this morning.” In other words, he was saying to Sir Arthur Wellesley, show some damned gratitude.


      But Sir Arthur was in no mood to show gratitude. He just stared at Sharpe, and then Hogan remembered the letter that he had rescued from the House Beautiful and he took it from his pocket. “It’s for you, Lieutenant,” he said, holding the paper toward Sharpe, “but it wasn’t sealed and so I took the liberty of reading it.”


      Sharpe unfolded the paper. “He is going with the French,” Sharpe read, “and forcing me to accompany him and I do not want to.” It was signed Kate and had plainly been written in a tearing hurry.


      “The ‘him,’ I assume,” Hogan asked, “is Christopher?”


      “Yes, sir.”


      “So the reason that Miss Savage absented herself in March,” Hogan went on, “was Colonel Christopher?”


      “Yes, sir.”


      “She is sweet on him?”


      “She’s married to him,” Sharpe said and was puzzled because Lord Pumphrey looked startled.


      “A few weeks earlier”—Hogan was talking to Wellesley now—“Colonel Christopher was courting Miss Savage’s mother.”


      “Does any of this ridiculous talk of romance help us determine what Christopher is doing?” Sir Arthur asked with considerable asperity.


      “It’s amusing, if nothing else,” Pumphrey said. He stood up, flicked a speck of dust from a cuff, and smiled at Sharpe. “Did you really say Christopher married this girl?”


      “He did, sir.”


      “Then he is a bad boy,” Lord Pumphrey said happily, “because he’s already married.” His lordship plainly enjoyed that revelation. “He married Pearce Courtnell’s daughter ten years ago in the happy belief that she was worth eight thousand a year, then discovered she was hardly worth sixpence. It is not, I hear, a contented marriage, and might I observe, Sir Arthur, that Lieutenant Sharpe’s news answers our questions about Colonel Christopher’s true allegiance?”


      “It does?” Wellesley asked, puzzled.


      “Christopher cannot hope to survive a bigamous marriage if he intends to make his future in Britain or in a free Portugal,” Lord Pumphrey observed, “but in France? Or in a Portugal ruled by France? The French won’t care how many wives he left in London.”


      “But you said he wants to return.”


      “I tendered a surmise that he would wish to do so,” Pumphrey corrected the General. “He has, after all, been playing both sides of the table and if he thinks we’re winning then he will doubtless want to return and equally doubtless he will then deny ever marrying Miss Savage.”


      “She might have another opinion,” Wellesley observed dryly.


      “If she’s alive to utter it, which I doubt,” Pumphrey said. “No, sir, he cannot be trusted and dare I say that my masters in London would be immensely grateful if you were to remove him from their employment?”


      “That’s what you want?”


      “It is not what I want,” Pumphrey contradicted Wellesley and, for a man of such delicate and frail appearance, he did it with considerable force. “It is what London would want.”


      “You can be certain of that?” Wellesley asked, plainly disliking Pumphrey’s insinuations.


      “He has knowledge that would embarrass us,” Pumphrey admitted, “including the Foreign Office codes.”


      Wellesley gave his great horse neigh of a laugh. “He’s probably given those to the French already.”


      “I doubt it, sir,” Pumphrey said, examining his fingernails with a slight frown, “a man usually holds his best cards till last. And in the end Christopher will want to bargain, either with us or with the French, and I must say that His Majesty’s government does not wish either eventuality.”


      “Then I leave his fate to you, my lord,” Wellesley said with obvious distaste, “and as it doubtless means filthy work then I’d better lend you the services of Captain Hogan and Lieutenant Sharpe. As for me? I’m going to bed.” He nodded curtly and left the room, followed by his aides clutching sheaves of paper.


      Lord Pumphrey took a decanter of vinho verde from the table and crossed to his armchair where he sat with an exaggerated sigh. “Sir Arthur makes me go weak at the knees,” he said and pretended to be unaware of the shocked reaction on both Sharpe and Hogan’s faces. “Did you really save his life in India, Richard?”


      Sharpe said nothing and Hogan answered for him. “That’s why he treats Sharpe so badly,” the Irishman said. “Nosey can’t stand being beholden, and especially can’t stand being beholden to a misbegotten rogue like Sharpe.”


      Pumphrey shivered. “Do you know what we in the Foreign Office dislike doing most of all? Going to foreign places. They are so uncomfortable. But here I am and I suppose we must attend to our duties.”


      Sharpe had crossed to one of the tall windows where he was staring out into the wet darkness. “What are my duties?” he asked.


      Lord Pumphrey poured himself a liberal glass of wine. “Not to put too fine a point on it, Richard,” he said, “your duty is to find Mister Christopher and then…” He did not finish the sentence, but instead drew a finger across his throat, a gesture Sharpe saw mirrored in the dark window.


      “Who is Christopher, anyway?” Sharpe wanted to know.


      “He was a thruster, Richard,” Pumphrey said, his voice acid with disapproval, “a rather clever thruster in the Foreign Office.” A thruster was a man who would bully and whip his way to the head of the field while riding to hounds and in doing so upset dozens of other hunters. “Yet he was thought to have a very fine future,” Pumphrey continued, “if he could just curb his compulsion to complicate affairs. He likes intrigue, does Christopher. The Foreign Office, of necessity, deals in secret matters and he rather indulges in such things. Still, despite that, he was reckoned to have the makings of an excellent diplomat, and last year he was sent out here to determine the temper of the Portuguese. There were rumors, happily ill-founded, that a large number of folk, especially in the north, were more than a little sympathetic to the French, and Christopher was merely supposed to be determining the extent of that sympathy.”


      “Couldn’t the embassy do that?” Hogan demanded.


      “Not without being noticed,” Pumphrey said, “and not without occasioning some offense to a nation which is, after all, our most ancient ally. And I rather suspect that if you despatch someone from the embassy to ask questions then you will merely fetch the answers people think you want to hear. No, Christopher was supposed to be an English gentleman traveling in north Portugal, but, as you observe, the opportunity went to his head. Cradock was then halfwitted enough to give him brevet rank and so Christopher began hatching his plots.” Lord Pumphrey gazed up at the ceiling which was painted with reveling deities and dancing nymphs. “My own suspicion is that Mister Christopher has been laying bets on every horse in the race. We know he was encouraging a mutiny, but I strongly suspect he betrayed the mutineers. The encouragement was to reassure us that he worked for our interests and the betrayal endeared him to the French. He is determined, is he not, to be on the winning side? But the main intrigue, of course, was to enrich himself at the expense of the Savage ladies.” Pumphrey paused, then offered a seraphic smile. “I’ve always rather admired bigamists. One wife would be altogether too much for me, but for a man to take two!”


      “Did I hear you say he wants to come back?” Sharpe asked.


      “I surmise as much. James Christopher is not a man to burn his bridges unless he has no alternative. Oh yes, I’m sure he’ll be designing some way to return to London if he finds a lack of opportunity with the French.”


      “Now I’m supposed to shoot the shit-faced bastard,” Sharpe said.


      “Not precisely how we in the Foreign Office would express the matter,” Lord Pumphrey said severely, “but you are, I see, seized of the essence. Go and shoot him, Richard, and God bless your little rifle.”


      “And what are you doing here?” Sharpe thought to ask.


      “Other than being exquisitely uncomfortable?” Pumphrey asked. “I was sent to supervise Christopher. He approached General Cradock with news of a proposed mutiny. Cradock, quite properly, reported the affair to London and London became excited at the thought of suborning Bonaparte’s army in Portugal and Spain, but felt that someone of wisdom and good judgment was needed to propel the scheme and so, quite naturally, they asked me to come.”


      “And we can forget the scheme now,” Hogan observed.


      “Indeed we can,” Pumphrey replied tartly. “Christopher brought a Captain Argenton to talk with General Cradock,” he explained to Sharpe, “and when Cradock was replaced, Argenton made his own way across the lines to confer with Sir Arthur. He wanted promises that our forces wouldn’t intervene in the event of a French mutiny, but Sir Arthur wouldn’t hear of his plots and told him to tuck his tail between his legs and go back into the outer darkness whence he came. So, no plots, no mysterious messengers with cloaks and daggers, just plain old-fashioned soldiering. It seems, alas, that I am surplus to requirements and Mister Christopher, if your lady friend’s note is to be believed, has gone with the French, which must mean, I think, that he believes they will still win this war.”


      Hogan had opened the window to smell the rain, but now turned to Sharpe. “We must go, Richard. We have things to plan.”


      “Yes, sir.” Sharpe picked up his battered shako and tried to bend the visor back into shape, then thought of another question. “My lord?”


      “Richard?” Lord Pumphrey responded gravely.


      “You remember Astrid?” Sharpe asked awkwardly.


      “Of course I remember the fair Astrid,” Pumphrey answered smoothly, “Ole Skovgaard’s comely daughter.”


      “I was wondering if you had news of her, my lord,” Sharpe said. He was blushing.


      Lord Pumphrey did have news of her, but none he cared to tell Sharpe, for the truth was that both Astrid and her father were in their graves, their throats cut on Pumphrey’s orders. “I did hear,” his lordship said gently, “that there was a contagion in Copenhagen. Malaria, perhaps? Or was it cholera? Alas, Richard.” He spread his hands.


      “She’s dead?”


      “I do fear so.”


      “Oh,” Sharpe said inadequately. He stood stricken, blinking. He had thought once that he could leave the army and live with Astrid and so make a new life in the clean decencies of Denmark. “I’m sorry,” he said.


      “As am I,” Lord Pumphrey said easily, “so very sorry. But tell me, Richard, about Miss Savage. Might one assume she is beautiful?”


      “Yes,” Sharpe said, “she is.”


      “I thought so,” Lord Pumphrey said resignedly.


      “And she’ll be dead,” Hogan snarled at Sharpe, “if you and me don’t hurry.”


      “Yes, sir,” Sharpe said, and hurried.
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      HOGAN AND Sharpe walked through the night rain, going uphill to a schoolhouse that Sharpe had commandeered as quarters for his men. “You do know,” Hogan said with considerable irritation, “that Lord Pumphrey is a molly?”


      “Of course I know he’s a molly.”


      “He can be hanged for that,” Hogan observed with indecent satisfaction.


      “I still like him,” Sharpe said.


      “He’s a serpent. All diplomats are. Worse than lawyers.”


      “He ain’t stuck up,” Sharpe said.


      “There is nothing,” Hogan said, “nothing in all the world that Lord Pumphrey wants more than to be stuck up with you, Richard.” He laughed, his spirits restored. “And how the hell are we to find that poor wee girl and her rotten husband, eh?”


      “We?” Sharpe asked. “You’re coming too?”


      “This is far too important to be left to some lowly English lieutenant,” Hogan said. “This is an errand that needs the sagacity of the Irish.”


      Once in the schoolhouse, Sharpe and Hogan settled in the kitchen where the French occupiers of the city had left an undamaged table and, because Hogan had left his good map at the General’s headquarters, he used a piece of charcoal to draw a cruder version on the table’s scrubbed top. From the main schoolroom, where Sharpe’s men had spread their blankets, came the sound of women’s laughter. His men, Sharpe reflected, had been in the city less than a day yet they had already found a dozen girls. “Best way to learn the language, sir,” Harper had assured him, “and we’re all very short on education, sir, as you doubtless know.”


      “Right!” Hogan kicked the kitchen door shut. “Look at the map, Richard.” He showed how the British had come up the coast of Portugal and dislodged the French from Oporto and how, at the same time, the Portuguese army had attacked in the east. “They’ve retaken Amarante,” Hogan said, “which is good because it means Soult can’t cross that bridge. He’s stuck, Richard, stuck, so he’s got no choice. He’ll have to strike north through the hills to find a wee road up here”—the charcoal scratched as he traced a wiggly line on the table—“and it’s a bastard of a road, and if the Portuguese can keep going in this God-awful weather then they’re going to cut the road here.” The charcoal made a cross. “It’s a bridge called Ponte Nova. Do you remember it?”


      Sharpe shook his head. He had seen so many bridges and mountain roads with Hogan that he could no longer remember which was which.


      “The Ponte Nova,” Hogan said, “means the new bridge and naturally it’s as old as the hills and one tub of powder will send it crashing down into the gorge and then, Richard, Monsieur Soult is properly buggered. But he’s only buggered if the Portuguese can get there.” He looked gloomy, for the weather was not propitious for a swift march into the mountains. “And if they can’t stop Soult at the Ponte Nova then there’s a half-chance they’ll catch him at the Saltador. You remember that, of course?”


      “I do remember that, sir,” Sharpe said.


      The Saltador was a bridge high in the mountains, a stone span that leaped across a deep and narrow gorge, and the spectacular arch had been nicknamed the Leaper, the Saltador. Sharpe remembered Hogan mapping it, remembered a small village of low stone houses, but chiefly remembered the river tumbling in a seething torrent beneath the soaring bridge.


      “If they get to the Saltador and cross it,” Hogan said, “then we can kiss them goodbye and wish them luck. They’ll have escaped.” He flinched as a crash of thunder reminded him of the weather. “Ah, well,” he sighed, “we can only do our best.”


      “And just what are we doing?” Sharpe wanted to know.


      “Now that, Richard, is a very good question,” Hogan said. He helped himself to a pinch of snuff, paused, then sneezed violently. “God help me, but the doctors say it clears the bronchial tubes, whatever the hell they are. Now, as I see it, one of two things can happen.” He tapped the charcoal streak marking the Ponte Nova. “If the French are stopped at that bridge then most will surrender, they’ll have no choice. Some will take to the hills, of course, but they’ll find armed peasants all over the place looking for throats and other parts to cut. So we’ll either find Mister Christopher with the army when it surrenders or more likely he’ll run away and claim to be an escaped English prisoner. In which case we go into the mountains, find him and put him up against a wall.”


      “Truly?”


      “That worries you?”


      “I’d rather hang him.”


      “Ah, well, we can discuss the method when the time comes. Now the second thing that might happen, Richard, is that the French are not stopped at the Ponte Nova, in which case we need to reach the Saltador.”


      “Why?”


      “Think what it was like, Richard,” Hogan said. “A deep ravine, steep slopes everywhere, the kind of place where a few riflemen could be very vicious. And if the French are crossing the bridge then we’ll see him and your Baker rifles will have to do the necessary.”


      “We can get close enough?” Sharpe asked, trying to remember the terrain about the leaping bridge.


      “There are cliffs, high bluffs. I’m sure you can get within two hundred paces.”


      “That’ll do,” Sharpe said grimly.


      “So one way or another we have to finish him,” Hogan said, leaning back. “He’s a traitor, Richard. He’s probably not as dangerous as he thinks he is, but if he gets to Paris then no doubt the monsewers will suck his brain dry and so learn a few things we’d rather they didn’t know. And if he got back to London he’s slippery enough to convince those fools that he was always working for their interests. So all things considered, Richard, I’d say he was better off dead.”


      “And Kate?”


      “We’re not going to shoot her,” Hogan said reprovingly.


      “Back in March, sir,” Sharpe said, “you ordered me to rescue her. Does that order still stand?”


      Hogan stared at the ceiling which was smoke-blackened and pierced with lethal-looking hooks. “In the short time I’ve known you, Richard,” he said, “I’ve noticed you possess a lamentable tendency to put on shining armor and look for ladies to rescue. King Arthur, God rest his soul, would have loved you. He’d have had you fighting every evil knight in the forest. Is rescuing Kate Savage important? Not really. The main thing is to punish Mister Christopher and I fear that Miss Kate will have to take her chances.”


      Sharpe looked down at the charcoal map. “How do we get to the Ponte Nova?”


      “We walk, Richard, we walk. We cross the mountains and those tracks aren’t fit for horses. You’d spend half the time leading them, worrying about their feed, looking after their hooves and wishing you didn’t have them. Mules now, I’d saddle some mules and take them, but where will we find mules tonight? It’s either mules or shanks’s pony, but either way we can only take a few men, your best and your fittest, and we have to leave before dawn.”


      “What do I do with the rest of my men?”


      Hogan thought about it. “Major Potter could use them,” he suggested, “to help guard the prisoners here?”


      “I don’t want to lose them back to Shorncliffe,” Sharpe said. He feared that the second battalion would be making inquiries about their lost riflemen. They might not care that Lieutenant Sharpe was missing, but the absence of several prime marksmen would definitely be regretted.


      “My dear Richard,” Hogan said, “if you think Sir Arthur’s going to lose even a few good riflemen then you don’t know him half as well as you think. He’ll move hell and high water to keep you here. And you and I have to move like hell to get to Ponte Nova before anyone else.”


      Sharpe grimaced. “The French have a day’s start on us.”


      “No, they don’t. Like fools they went toward Amarante which means they didn’t know that the Portuguese had recaptured it. By now they’ll have discovered their predicament, but I doubt they’ll start north till dawn. If we hurry, we beat them.” He frowned, looking down at the map. “There’s only one real problem I can see, other than finding Mister Christopher when we get there.”


      “A problem?”


      “I can find my way to Ponte Nova from Braga,” Hogan said, “but what if the French are already on the Braga road? We’ll have to take to the hills and it’s wild country, Richard, an easy place to get lost. We need a guide and we need to find him fast.”


      Sharpe grinned. “If you don’t mind traveling with a Portuguese officer who thinks he’s a philosopher and a poet then I think I know just the man.”


      “I’m Irish,” Hogan said, “there’s nothing we love more than philosophy and poetry.”


      “He’s a lawyer too.”


      “If he gets us to Ponte Nova,” Hogan said, “then God will doubtless forgive him for that.”


      The women’s laughter was loud, but it was time to end the party. It was time for a dozen of Sharpe’s best men to mend their boots and fill their cartridge boxes.


      It was time for revenge.

    

  


  
    
      Chapter 10

    


    
      KATE SAT IN A CORNER of the carriage and wept. The carriage was going nowhere. It was not even a proper carriage, not half as comfortable as the Quinta’s fragile gig that had been abandoned in Oporto and nothing like as substantial as the one her mother had taken south across the river in March, and how Kate now wished she had gone with her mother, but instead she had been stricken by romance and certain that love’s fulfillment would bring her golden skies, clear horizons and endless joy.


      Instead she was in a two-wheeled Oporto hackney with a leaking leather roof, cracked springs and a broken-down gelding between its shafts, and the carriage was going nowhere because the fleeing French army was stuck on the road to Amarante. Rain seethed on the roof, streaked the windows and dripped onto Kate’s lap and she did not care, she just hunched in the corner and wept.


      The door was tugged open and Christopher put his head in. “There are going to be some bangs,” he told her, “but there’s no need to be alarmed.” He paused, decided he could not cope with her sobbing, so just closed the door. Then he jerked it open again. “They’re disabling the guns,” he explained, “that’s what the noise will be.”


      Kate could not have cared less. She wondered what would become of her, and the awfulness of her prospects was so frightening that she burst into fresh tears just as the first guns were fired muzzle to muzzle.


      On the morning after the fall of Oporto Marshal Soult had been woken to the appalling news that the Portuguese army had retaken Amarante and that the only bridge by which he could carry his guns, limbers, caissons, wagons and carriages back to the French fortresses in Spain was therefore in enemy hands. One or two hotheads had suggested fighting their way across the River Tamega, but scouts reported that the Portuguese were occupying Amarante in force, that the bridge had been mined and had a dozen guns now dominating its roadway, that it would take a day of bitter and bloody fighting to get across and even then there would probably be no bridge left for the Portuguese would doubtless blow it. And Soult did not have a day. Sir Arthur Wellesley would be advancing from Oporto so that left him only one option, which was to abandon all the army’s wheeled transport, every wagon, every limber, every caisson, every carriage, every mobile forge and every gun. They would all have to be left behind and twenty thousand men, five thousand camp followers, four thousand horses and almost as many mules must do their best to scramble over the mountains.


      But Soult was not going to leave the enemy good French guns to turn against him, and so the weapons were each loaded with four pounds of powder, were double-shotted and placed muzzle to muzzle. Gunners struggled to keep their portfires alight in the rain and then, on a word of command, touched the two reed fuses and the powder flashed down to the overcharged chambers, the guns fired into each other, leaped back in a wrenching explosion of smoke and flames and then were left with ripped, torn barrels. Some of the gunners were weeping as they destroyed their weapons while others just cursed as they used knives and bayonets to rip open the powder bags that were left to spoil in the rain.


      The infantry were ordered to empty their packs and haversacks of everything except food and ammunition. Some officers ordered inspections and insisted their men throw away the plunder of the campaign. Cutlery, candlesticks, plate, all had to be abandoned by the roadside as the army took to the hills. The horses, oxen and mules that hauled the guns, carriages and limbers were shot rather than be ceded to the enemy. The animals screamed and thrashed as they died. The wounded who could not walk were left in their wagons and given muskets so they could at least try to protect themselves against the Portuguese who would find them soon enough and then attempt to exact revenge on helpless men. Soult ordered the military chest, eleven great barrels of silver coins, put by the road so the men could help themselves to a handful apiece as they went past. The women hitched up their skirts, scooped up the coins, and walked with their men. The dragoons, hussars and chasseurs led their horses. Thousands of men and women were climbing into the barren hills, leaving behind wagons loaded with bottles of wine, with port, with crosses of gold stolen from churches and with ancestral paintings plundered from the walls of northern Portugal’s big houses. The French had thought they had conquered a country, that they were merely waiting for a few reinforcements to swell the ranks as they marched on Lisbon, and none understood why they were suddenly faced with disaster or why King Nicolas was leading them on a shambolic retreat through torrential rain.


      “If you stay here,” Christopher told Kate, “you’ll be raped.”


      “I’ve been raped,” she wept, “night after night!”


      “Oh, for God’s sake, Kate!” Christopher, dressed in civilian clothes, was standing by the carriage’s open door with rain dripping from the point of his cocked hat. “I’m not leaving you here.” He reached in, took her by the wrist and, despite her screams and struggles, hauled her from the carriage. “Walk, damn you!” he snarled, and dragged her across the verge and up the slope. She had only been out of the carriage a few seconds and already her blue hussar uniform, which Christopher had insisted she wore, was soaked through. “This isn’t the end,” Christopher told her, his grip painful on her thin wrist. “The reinforcements never arrived, that’s all! But we’ll be back.”


      Kate, despite her misery, was struck by the “we.” Did he mean the two of them? Or did he mean the French? “I want to go home,” she cried.


      “Stop being tedious,” Christopher snapped, “and keep walking!” He pulled her on. Her new leather-soled boots slipped on the path. “The French are going to win this war,” Christopher insisted. He was no longer certain of that, but when he weighed the balances of power in Europe he managed to convince himself that it was true.


      “I want to go back to Oporto!” Kate sobbed.


      “We can’t!”


      “Why not?” She tried to pull away from him and though she could not loosen his grip she did manage to bring him to a halt. “Why not?” she asked.


      “We just can’t,” he said, “now come on!” He tugged her into motion again, unwilling to tell her that he could not go back to Oporto because that damned man Sharpe was alive. Good Christ in his heaven, but the bastard was only an over-age lieutenant and one, he had now learned, who was up from the ranks, but Sharpe knew too much that was damning to Christopher and so the Colonel would need to find a safe haven from where, by the discreet methods that he knew so well, he could send a letter to London. Then, in quiet, he could judge from the reply whether London believed his story that he had been forced to demonstrate an allegiance to the French in order to engineer a mutiny that would have freed Portugal, and that story sounded convincing to him, except that Portugal was being freed anyway. But all was not lost. It would be his word against Sharpe’s, and Christopher, whatever else he might be, was a gentleman and Sharpe was most decidedly not. There would be the delicate problem, of course, of what to do with Kate if he was called back to London, but he could probably deny that the marriage had ever taken place. He would put reports of it down to Kate’s vapors. Women were given to vapors, it was notorious. What had Shakespeare said? “Frailty, thy name is woman.” So he would truthfully claim that the gabbled service in Vila Real de Zedes’s small church was not a proper marriage and say that he had undergone it solely to save Kate’s blushes. It was a gamble, he knew, but he had played cards long enough to know that sometimes the most outrageous gambles paid the biggest winnings.


      And if the gamble failed, and if he could not salvage his London career then it probably would not matter, for he clung to the belief that the French would surely win in the end and he would be back in Oporto where, for lack of any other knowledge, the lawyers must account him as Kate’s husband and he would be wealthy. Kate would come to terms with it. She would recover when she was restored, as she would be, to comfort and home. Thus far, it was true, she had been unhappy, her joy at the marriage turning to horror in the bedroom, but young mares often rebelled against the bridle yet after a whipping or two became docile and obedient. And Christopher wished that outcome for Kate because her beauty still thrilled him. He dragged her on to where Williamson, now Christopher’s servant, held his horse. “Get on its back,” he ordered Kate.


      “I want to go home!” she said.


      “Get up!” He almost hit her with the riding crop that was tucked under the saddle, but then she meekly let him help her onto the horse. “Hold on to the reins, Williamson,” Christopher ordered. He did not want Kate turning the horse and kicking it away westward. “Hold them tight, man.”


      “Yes, sir,” Williamson said. He was still in his rifleman’s uniform, though he had exchanged his shako for a wide-brimmed leather hat. He had picked up a French musket, a pistol and a saber in the retreat from Oporto and the weapons made him look formidable, an appearance that was a comfort to Christopher. The Colonel had needed a servant after his own had fled, but he wanted a bodyguard even more and Williamson played the role superbly. He told Christopher tales of tavern brawls, of wild fights with knives and clubs, of bare-fisted boxing bouts, and Christopher lapped it up almost as eagerly as he listened to Williamson’s bitter complaints about Sharpe.


      In return Christopher had promised Williamson a golden future. “Learn French,” he had advised the deserter, “and you can join their army. Show that you’re good and they’ll give you a commission. They ain’t particular in the French army.”


      “And if I wants to stay with you, sir?” Williamson had asked.


      “I was always a man to reward loyalty, Williamson,” Christopher had said, and so the two suited each other even if, for now, their fortunes were at a low ebb as, with thousands of other fugitives, they climbed into the rain, were buffeted by the wind and saw nothing ahead but the hunger, bleak slopes and wet rocks of the Serra de Santa Catalina.


      Behind them, on the road from Oporto to Amarante, a sad trail of abandoned carriages and wagons stood in the downpour. The wounded French watched anxiously, praying that the pursuing British would appear before the peasants, but the peasants were closer than the redcoats, much closer, and soon their dark shapes were seen flitting in the rain and in their hands were bright knives.


      And in the rain the wounded men’s muskets would not fire.


      And so the screaming began.
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      SHARPE WOULD have liked to take Hagman on his pursuit of Christopher, but the old poacher was not fully recovered from his chest wound, and so Sharpe was forced to leave him behind. He took twelve men, his fittest and cleverest, and all complained vehemently when they were rousted out into Oporto’s rain before dawn because their bellies were sour with wine, their heads sore and their tempers short. “But not as short as mine,” Sharpe warned them, “so don’t make such a damned fuss.”


      Hogan came with them, as did Lieutenant Vicente and three of his men. Vicente had learned that three mail carriages were going to Braga at first light and told Hogan that the vehicles were notoriously fast and would be traveling on a good road. The drivers, carrying sacks of mail that had been waiting for the French to leave before they could be delivered to Braga, happily made room for the soldiers who collapsed on the mail sacks and fell asleep.


      They passed through the remnants of the city’s northern defenses in the wet halflight of dawn. The road was good, but the mail coaches were slowed because partisans had felled trees across the highway and each barricade took a half-hour or more to clear. “If the French had known Amarante had fallen,” Hogan told Sharpe, “they’d have retreated on this road and we’d never have caught them! Mind you, we don’t know that their Braga garrison has left with the rest.”


      It had, and the mail arrived along with a troop of British cavalry who were welcomed by cheering inhabitants whose joy could not be dampened by the rain. Hogan, in his engineer’s blue coat, was mistaken for a French prisoner and some horse dung was thrown at him before Vicente managed to persuade the crowd that Hogan was English.


      “Irish,” Hogan protested, “please.”


      “Same thing,” Vicente said absentmindedly.


      “Good God in his heaven,” Harper said, disgusted, then laughed because the crowd insisted on carrying Hogan on their shoulders.


      The main road from Braga went north across the frontier to Pontevedra, but to the east a dozen tracks climbed into the hills and one of them, Vicente promised, would take them all the way to Ponte Nova, but it was the same road that the French would be trying to reach and so he warned Sharpe that they might have to take to the trackless hills. “If we are lucky,” Vicente said, “we shall be at the bridge in two days.”


      “And how long to the Saltador?” Hogan asked.


      “Another half-day.”


      “And how long will it take the French?”


      “Three days,” Vicente said, “it must take them three days.” He made the sign of the cross. “I pray it takes them three days.”


      They spent the night in Braga. A cobbler repaired their boots, insisting he would take no money, and he used his best leather to make new soles that were studded with nails to give some grip in the wet high ground. He must have worked all night for in the morning he shyly presented Sharpe with leather covers for the rifles and muskets. The weapons had been protected from the rain by corks shoved into their muzzles and by ragged clouts wrapped about the locks, but the leather sheaths were far better. The cobbler had greased the seams with sheep fat to make the covers waterproof and Sharpe, like his men, was absurdly pleased with the gift. They were given so much food that they ended up giving most of it to a priest who promised to distribute it among the poor, and then, in the rain-lashed dawn, they marched. Hogan rode because the mayor of Braga had presented him with a mule, a sure-footed beast with a vile temper and a wall eye, which Hogan saddled with a blanket and then rode with his feet almost touching the ground. He suggested using the mule to carry their weapons, but of all the party he was the oldest and the least spry, and so Sharpe insisted he ride. “I’ve no idea what we’ll find,” Hogan told Sharpe as they climbed into the rock-strewn hills. “If the bridge at Ponte Nova has been blown, as it should have been by now, then the French will scatter. They’ll just be running for their lives and we’ll be hard put to find Mister Christopher in all that chaos. Still, we must try.”


      “And if it hasn’t been blown?”


      “We’ll cross that bridge when we come to it,” Hogan said, and laughed. “Ah, Jesus, I do hate this rain. Have you ever tried taking snuff in the rain, Richard? It’s like sniffing up cat vomit.”


      They walked eastward through a wide valley edged by high, pale hills that were crowned with gray boulders. The road lay to the south of the River Cavado which ran clear and deep through rich pastureland that had been plundered by the French so that no cattle or sheep grazed the spring grass. The villages had once been prosperous, but were now almost deserted and the few folk who remained were wary. Hogan, like Vicente and his men, wore blue and that was also the color of the enemy’s coats, while the riflemen’s green jackets could be mistaken for the uniforms of dismounted French dragoons. Most people, if they expected anything, thought the British wore red and so Sergeant Macedo, anticipating the confusion, had found a Portuguese flag in Braga that he carried on a pole hacked from an ash tree. The flag showed a wreathed crest of Portugal surmounted by a great golden crown and it reassured those folk who recognized the emblem. Not all did, but once the villagers had spoken with Vicente they could not do enough for the soldiers. “For God’s sake,” Sharpe told Vicente, “tell them to hide their wine.”


      “They’re friendly, sure enough,” Harper said as they left another small settlement where the dungarees were bigger than the cottages. “Not like the Spanish. They could be cold. Not all of them, but some were bastards.”


      “The Spanish don’t like the English,” Hogan told him.


      “They don’t like the English?” Harper asked, surprised. “So they’re not bastards after all then, just wary, eh? But are you saying, sir, that the Portuguese do like the English?”


      “The Portuguese,” Hogan said, “hate the Spanish and when you have a bigger neighbor whom you detest then you look for a big friend to help you.”


      “So who’s Ireland’s big friend, sir?”


      “God, Sergeant,” Hogan said, “God.”


      “Dear Lord above,” Harper said piously, staring into the rainy sky, “for Christ’s sake, wake up.”


      “Why don’t you fight for the bloody French,” Harris snarled.


      “Enough!” Sharpe snapped.


      They marched in silence for a while, then Vicente could not contain his curiosity. “If the Irish hate the English,” he asked, “why do they fight for them?” Harper chuckled at the question, Hogan raised his eyes to the gray heavens and Sharpe just scowled.


      The road, now that they were far from Braga, was less well maintained. Grass grew down its center between ruts made by ox carts. The French had not scavenged this far and there were a few flocks of bedraggled sheep and some small herds of cattle, but as soon as a herdsman or shepherd saw the soldiers he hustled his beasts away. Vicente was still puzzled and, having failed to elicit an answer from his companions, tried again. “I really do not understand,” he said in a very earnest voice, “why the Irish would fight for the English King.” Harris drew a breath as if to reply, but one savage look from Sharpe made him change his mind. Harper began to whistle “Over the Hills and Far Away,” then could not help laughing at the strained silence that was at last broken by Hogan.


      “It’s hunger,” the engineer explained to Vicente, “hunger and poverty and desperation, and because there’s precious little work for a good man at home, and because we’ve always been a people that enjoy a good fight.”


      Vicente was intrigued by the answer. “And that is true for you, Captain?” he asked.


      “Not for me,” Hogan allowed. “My family’s always had some money. Not much, but we never had to scratch in thin soil to raise our daily bread. No, I joined the army because I like being an engineer. I like practical things and this was the best way to do what I liked. But someone like Sergeant Harper?” He glanced at Harper. “I dare say he’s here because he’d be starving otherwise.”


      “True,” Harper said.


      “And you hate the English?” Vicente asked Harper.


      “Careful,” Sharpe growled.


      “I hate the bloody ground the bastards walk on, sir,” Harper said cheerfully, then saw Vicente cast a bewildered glance at Sharpe. “I didn’t say I hated them all,” Harper added.


      “Life is complicated,” Hogan said vaguely. “I mean there’s a Portuguese Legion in the French army, I hear?”


      Vicente looked embarrassed. “They believe in French ideas, sir.”


      “Ah! Ideas,” Hogan said, “they’re much more dangerous than big or little neighbors. I don’t believe in fighting for ideas”—he shook his head ruefully—“and nor does Sergeant Harper.”


      “I don’t?” Harper asked.


      “No, you bloody don’t,” Sharpe snarled.


      “So what do you believe in?” Vicente wanted to know.


      “The trinity, sir,” Harper said sententiously.


      “The trinity?” Vicente was surprised.


      “The Baker rifle,” Sharpe said, “the sword bayonet, and me.”


      “Those too,” Harper acknowledged, and laughed.


      “What it is,” Hogan tried to help Vicente, “is that it’s like being in a house where there’s an unhappy marriage and you ask a question about fidelity. You cause embarrassment. No one wants to talk about it.”


      “Harris!” Sharpe warned, seeing the red-headed rifleman open his mouth.


      “I was only going to say, sir,” Harris said, “that there’s a dozen horsemen on that hill over there.”


      Sharpe turned just in time to see the horsemen vanish across the crest. The rain was too thick and the light too poor to see if they were in uniform, but Hogan suggested the French might well have sent cavalry patrols far ahead of their retreat. “They’ll be wanting to know whether we’ve taken Braga,” he explained, “because if we hadn’t then they’d turn this way and try to escape up to Pontevedra.”


      Sharpe gazed at the far hill. “If there’s bloody cavalry about,” he said, “then I don’t want to be caught on the road.” It was the one place in a nightmare landscape where horsemen would have an advantage.


      So to avoid enemy horsemen they struck north into the wilderness. It meant crossing the Cavado which they managed at a deep ford which led only to the high summer pastures. Sharpe continually looked behind, but saw no sign of the horsemen. The path climbed into a wild land. The hills were steep, the valleys deep and the high ground bare of anything except gorse, ferns, thin grass and vast rounded boulders, some balanced on others so precariously that they looked as if a child’s touch would send them bounding down the precipitous slopes. The grass was fit only for a few tangle-haired sheep and scores of feral goats on which the mountain wolves and wild lynx fed. The only village they passed was a poor place with high rock walls about its small vegetable gardens. Goats were hobbled on pastures the size of inn yards and a few bony cattle stared at the soldiers as they passed. They climbed still higher, listening to the goat bells among the rocks and passing a small shrine heaped with faded gorse blossom. Vicente crossed himself as he passed the shrine.


      They turned eastward again, following a stony ridge where the great rounded boulders would make it impossible for any cavalry to form and charge, and Sharpe kept watching southwards and saw nothing. Yet there had been horsemen, and there would be more, for he was making a rendezvous with a desperate army that had been bounced from imminent success to abject defeat in one swift day.


      It was hard traveling in the hills. They rested every hour, then trudged on. All were soaked, tired and chilled. The rain was relentless and the wind had now gone into the east so that it came straight into their faces. The rifle slings rubbed their wet shoulders raw, but at least the rain lifted that afternoon, even if the wind stayed brisk and cold. At dusk, feeling as weary as he ever had on the terrible retreat to Vigo, Sharpe led them down from the ridge to a small deserted hamlet of low stone cottages roofed with turf. “Just like home,” Harper said happily. The driest places to sleep were two long, coffin-shaped granaries that protected their contents from rats by being raised on mushroom-shaped stone pillars, and most of the men crammed themselves into the narrow spaces while Sharpe, Hogan and Vicente shared the least damaged cottage where Sharpe conjured a fire from damp kindling, and brewed tea.


      “The most essential skill of a soldier,” Hogan said when Sharpe brought him the tea.


      “What’s that?” Vicente asked, ever eager to learn his new trade.


      “Making fire from wet wood,” Hogan said.


      “Aren’t you supposed to have a servant?” Sharpe asked.


      “I am, but so are you, Richard.”


      “I’m not one for servants,” Sharpe said.


      “Nor am I,” Hogan said, “but you’ve done a grand job with that tea, Richard, and if His Majesty ever decides he doesn’t want a London rogue to be one of his officers then I’ll give you a job as a servant.”


      Picquets were set, more tea brewed and moist tobacco coaxed alight in clay pipes. Hogan and Vicente began an impassioned argument about a man called Hume of whom Sharpe had never heard and who turned out to be a dead Scottish philosopher, but, as it seemed the dead Scotsman had proposed that nothing was certain, Sharpe wondered why anyone bothered to read him, let alone argue about him, yet the notion diverted Hogan and Vicente. Sharpe, bored with the talk, left them to their debate and went to inspect the picquets.


      It started to rain again, then peals of thunder shook the sky and lightning whipped into the high rocks. Sharpe crouched with Harris and Perkins in a cave-like shrine where some faded flowers lay in front of a sad-looking statue of the Virgin Mary. “Jesus bloody wept,” Harper announced himself as he splashed through the downpour, “and we could be tucked up with those ladies in Oporto.” He crammed himself in beside the three men. “I didn’t know you were here, sir,” he said. “I brought the boys some picquet juice.” He had a wooden canteen of hot tea. “Jesus,” he went on, “you can’t see a bloody thing out there.”


      “Weather like home, Sergeant?” Perkins asked.


      “What would you know, lad? In Donegal, now, the sun never stops shining, the women all say yes and both the gamekeepers have wooden legs.” He gave Perkins the canteen and peered into the wet dark. “How are we going to find your fellow in this, sir?”


      “God knows if we do.”


      “Does it matter now?”


      “I want my telescope back.”


      “Jesus, Mary and Joseph,” Harper said, “you’re going to wander into the middle of the French army and ask for it?”


      “Something like that,” Sharpe said. All day he had been besieged by a sense of the futility of the effort, but that was no reason not to make the effort. And it seemed right to him that Christopher should be punished. Sharpe believed that a man’s loyalties were at his roots, that they were immovable, but Christopher evidently believed they were negotiable. That was because Christopher was clever and sophisticated. And, if Sharpe had his way, he would soon be dead.


      The dawn was cold and wet. They climbed back up to the boulder-strewn heights, leaving behind the valley which was filled with mist. The rain was soft now, but still in their faces. Sharpe led and saw nobody, and still saw nobody even when a musket banged and a cloud of smoke blossomed beside a rock and he dived for cover as the bullet smacked on a boulder and whined into the sky. Everyone else sheltered, except for Hogan who was stranded on his ugly mule, but Hogan had the presence of mind to shout. “Inglês,” he called, “inglês!” He was half on and half off the mule, fearing another bullet, but hoping his claim to be English would prevent it.


      A figure in ragged goatskins appeared from behind the rock. The man had a vast beard, no teeth and a wide grin. Vicente called to him and the two had a rapid conversation at the end of which Vicente turned to Hogan. “He calls himself Javali and says he is sorry, but he did not know we were friends. He asks you to forgive him.”


      “Javali?” Hogan asked.


      “It means wild boar.” Vicente sighed. “Every man in this countryside gives himself a nickname and looks for a Frenchman to kill.”


      “There’s just one of him?” Sharpe asked.


      “Just the one.”


      “Then he’s either bloody stupid or bloody brave,” Sharpe said, then succumbed to an embrace from Javali and a gust of foul-smelling breath. The man’s musket looked ancient. The wooden stock, which was bound to the barrel by old-fashioned iron hoops, was split and the hoops themselves were rusted and loose, but Javali had a canvas bag filled with loose powder and an assortment of differently sized musket balls and he insisted on accompanying them when he learned there might be Frenchmen to kill. He had a wicked-looking curved knife stuck into his belt and a small axe hanging by a fraying piece of string.


      Sharpe walked on. Javali talked incessantly and Vicente translated some of his story. His real name was Andrêa and he was a goatherd from Bouro. He had been an orphan since he was six, and he thought he was now twenty-five years old though he looked much older, and he worked for a dozen families by protecting their animals from lynx and wolves, and he had lived with a woman, he said proudly, but the dragoons had come and they had raped her when he was not there, and his woman had possessed a temper, he said, worse than a goat’s, and she must have drawn a knife on her rapists for they had killed her. Javali did not seem very upset by his woman’s death, but he was still determined to avenge her. He patted the knife and then tapped his groin to show what he had in mind.


      Javali at least knew the quickest ways through the high ground. They were traveling well to the north of the road they had left when Harris spotted the horsemen, and that road led through the wide valley that now narrowed as it went eastward. The Cavado twisted beside the road, sometimes vanishing in stands of trees, while streams, fed by the rain, tumbled from the hills to swell the river.


      Vicente’s estimate of two days was ruined by the weather and they spent the next night high in the hills, half protected from the rain by the great boulders, and in the morning they walked on and Sharpe saw how the river valley had nearly narrowed to nothing. By mid-morning they were overlooking Salamonde and then, looking back up the valley where the last of the morning mist was vanishing, they saw something else.


      They saw an army. It came in a swarm along the road and in the fields either side of the road, a great spread of men and horses in no particular order, a horde that was trying to escape from Portugal and from the British army that was now pursuing them from Braga. “We’ll have to hurry,” Hogan said.


      “It’ll take them hours to get up that road,” Sharpe said, nodding toward the village that was built where the valley finally narrowed into a defile from where the road, instead of running on level land, twisted beside the river into the hills. For the moment the French could spread themselves in fields and march with a broad front, but once past Salamonde they were restricted to the narrow and deep-rutted road. Sharpe borrowed Hogan’s good telescope and stared down at the French army. Some units, he could see, marched in good order, but most were straggling loosely. There were no guns, wagons or carriages, so that if Marshal Soult did manage to escape he would have to crawl back into Spain and explain to his master how he had lost everything of value. “There must be twenty, thirty thousand down there,” he said in wonderment as he handed back Hogan’s glass. “It’ll take them the best part of the day to get through that village.


      “But they’ve got the devil on their heels,” Hogan pointed out, “and that encourages a man to swiftness.”


      They pressed on. A weak sun at last lit the pale hills, though gray showers fell to north and south. Behind them the French were a great dark mass pressing up against the valley’s narrow end where, like grains of sand trickling through an hourglass, they streamed through Salamonde. Smoke rose from the village as the passing troops plundered and burned.


      The French road to safety began to climb now. It followed the defile made by the white-watered Cavado which twisted out of the hills in great loops and sometimes leaped down series of precipices in misted waterfalls. A squadron of dragoons led the French retreat, riding ahead to smell out any partisans who might try to ambush the vast column. If the dragoons saw Hogan and his men high on the northern hills they made no effort to reach them for the riflemen and Portuguese soldiers were too far away and much too high, and then the French had other things to worry about for, late in the afternoon, the dragoons arrived at the Ponte Nova.


      Sharpe was already above the Ponte Nova, gazing down at the bridge. It was here that the French retreat might be stopped, for the tiny village that clung to the high ground just beyond the bridge bristled with men and, on first seeing the Ponte Nova from high in the hills, Hogan had been jubilant. “We’ve done it!” he said. “We’ve done it!” But then he trained his telescope on the bridge and his good mood died. “They’re ordenança,” he said, “not a proper uniform there.” He gazed for another minute. “There’s not a single bloody gun,” he said bitterly, “and the bloody fools haven’t even destroyed the bridge.”


      Sharpe borrowed Hogan’s glass to stare at the bridge. It possessed two hefty stone abutments, one on each bank, and the river was spanned by two great beams over which a wooden roadway had once been laid. The ordenança, presumably not wanting to rebuild the bridge entirely once the French were defeated, had removed the plank roadway, but left the two enormous beams in place. Then, at the edge of the village on the bridge’s eastern side, they had dug trenches from which they could smother the half-dismantled bridge with musket fire. “It might serve,” Sharpe grunted.


      “And what would you do if you were the French?” Hogan asked.


      Sharpe stared down into the defile, then looked back westward. He could see the dark snake of the French army coming along the road, but further back there was no sign yet of any British pursuit. “Wait till dark,” he said, “then attack across the beams.” The ordenança was enthusiastic, but it was little more than a rabble, ill armed and with scarce any training, and such troops might easily be panicked. Worse, there were not many ordenança at the Ponte Nova. There would have been more than enough if the bridge had been fully broken, but the twin beams were an invitation to the French. Sharpe trained the telescope on the bridge again. “Those beams are wide enough to walk on,” he said. “They’ll attack in the night. Hope to catch the defenders sleeping.”


      “Let’s just hope the ordenança stay awake,” Hogan said. He slid off the mule. “And what we do,” he said, “is wait.”


      “Wait?”


      “If they are stopped here,” Hogan explained, “then this is as good a place as any to watch out for Mister Christopher. And if they get across…?” He shrugged.


      “I should go down there,” Sharpe said, “and tell them to get rid of those beams.”


      “And how will they accomplish it?” Hogan wanted to know. “With dragoons firing at them from the other bank?” The dragoons had dismounted and spread along the western bank and Hogan could see the white puffs of their carbine smoke. “It’s too late to help, Richard,” he said, “too late. You stay here.”


      They made a rough camp in the boulders. Night fell swiftly because the rain had come again and the clouds shrouded the setting sun. Sharpe let his men light fires so they could brew tea. The French would see the fires, but that did not matter for as the darkness shrouded the hills a myriad flames showed in the high grounds. The partisans were gathering, they were coming from all across northern Portugal to help destroy the French army.


      An army that was cold, wet, hungry, bone-weary, and trapped.
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      MAJOR DULONG still smarted from his defeat at Vila Real de Zedes. The bruise on his face had faded, but the memory of the repulse hurt. He sometimes thought of the rifleman who had beaten him and wished the man was in the 31st Léger. He also wished that the 31st Léger could be armed with rifles, but that was like wishing for the moon because the Emperor would not hear of rifles. Too fiddly, too slow, a woman’s weapon, he said. Vive le fusil. Now, at the old bridge called Ponte Nova, where the French retreat was blocked, Dulong had been summoned to Marshal Soult because the Marshal had been told that this was the best and bravest soldier in all his army. Dulong looked it, the Marshal thought, with his ragged uniform and scarred face. Dulong had taken the bright feather plume from his shako, wrapped it in oilcloth and tied it to his saber scabbard. He had hoped to wear that plume when his regiment marched into Lisbon, but it seemed that was not to be. Not this spring, anyway.


      Soult walked with Dulong up a small knoll from where they could see the bridge with its two beams, and see and hear the jeering ordenança beyond. “There are not many of them,” Soult remarked, “three hundred?”


      “More,” Dulong grunted.


      “So how do you get rid of them?”


      Dulong gazed at the bridge through a telescope. The beams were both about a meter wide, more than enough, though the rain would doubtless make them slippery. He raised the glass to see that the Portuguese had dug trenches from which they could fire directly along the beams. But the night would be dark, he thought, and the moon clouded. “I would take a hundred volunteers,” he said, “fifty for each beam, and go at midnight.” The rain was getting worse and the dusk was cold. The Portuguese muskets, Dulong knew, would be soaked and the men behind them chilled to the bone. “A hundred men,” he promised the Marshal, “and the bridge is yours.”


      Soult nodded. “If you succeed, Major,” he said, “then send me word. But if you fail? I do not want to hear.” He turned and walked away.


      Dulong went back to the 31st Léger and he called for volunteers and was not surprised when the whole regiment stepped forward, so he chose a dozen good sergeants and let them pick the rest and he warned them that the fight would be messy, cold and wet. “We will use the bayonet,” he said, “because the muskets won’t fire in this weather and, besides, once you have fired one shot you will not have time to reload.” He thought about reminding them that they owed him a display of bravery after their reluctance to advance into the rifle fire on the watchtower hill at Vila Real de Zedes, then decided they all knew that anyway and so held his tongue.


      The French lit no fires. They grumbled, but Marshal Soult insisted. Across the river the ordenança believed they were safe and so they made a fire in one of the cottages high above the bridge where their commanders could keep warm. The cottage had one small window and just enough flame light escaped through the unshuttered glass to reflect off the wet cross beams that spanned the river. The feeble reflections shimmered in the rain, but they served as a guide for Dulong’s volunteers.


      They went at midnight. Two columns, fifty men in each, and Dulong told them they must run across the bridge and he led the right-hand column, his saber drawn, and the only sounds were the river hissing beneath, the wind shrieking in the rocks, the pounding of their feet and a brief scream as one man slipped and fell into the Cavado. Then Dulong was climbing the slope and found the first trench empty and he guessed the ordenança had taken shelter in the small hovels that lay just beyond the second trench and the fools had not even left a sentry by the bridge. Even a dog would have served to warn them of a French attack, but men and dogs alike were sheltering from the weather. “Sergeant!” the Major hissed. “The houses! Clean them out!”


      The Portuguese were still asleep when the Frenchmen came. They arrived with bayonets and no mercy. The first two houses fell swiftly, their occupants killed scarcely before they were awake, but their screams alerted the rest of the ordenança who ran into the darkness to be met by the best-trained infantry in the French army. The bayonets did their work and the cries of the victims completed the victory because the survivors, confused and terrified by the terrible sounds in the dark night, fled. By a quarter past midnight Dulong was warming himself by the fire that had lit his way to victory.


      Marshal Soult took the medal of the Légion d’Honneur from his own coat and pinned it to the turnback of Major Dulong’s frayed jacket. Then, with tears in his eyes, the Marshal kissed the Major on both cheeks. Because the miracle had happened and the first bridge belonged to the French.
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      KATE WRAPPED herself in a damp saddle blanket then stood beside her tired horse and watched dully as French infantry cut down pine trees, slashed off their branches, then carried the trimmed trunks to the bridge. More timber was fetched from the small cottages and the ridge beams were just long enough to span the bridge’s roadway, but it all took time, for the rough timbers had to be lashed together if the soldiers, horses and mules were to cross in safety. The soldiers who were not working huddled together against the rain and wind. It felt like winter suddenly. Musket shots sounded far away and Kate knew it was the country people come to shoot at the hated invaders.


      A cantinière, one of the tough women who sold the soldiers coffee, tea, needles, thread and dozens of other small comforts, took pity on Kate and brought her a tin mug of lukewarm coffee laced with brandy. “If they take much longer”—she nodded at the soldiers rebuilding the bridge’s roadway—“we’ll all be on our backs with an English dragoon on top. So at least we’ll get something out of this campaign!” She laughed and went back to her two mules which were laden with her wares. Kate sipped the coffee. She had never been so cold, wet or miserable. And she knew she only had herself to blame.


      Williamson stared at the coffee and Kate, unsettled by his gaze, moved to the far side of her horse. She disliked Williamson, disliked the hungry look in his eyes and feared the threat in his naked desire of her. Were all men animals? Christopher, for all his elegant civility by day, liked to inflict pain at night, but then Kate remembered the single soft kiss that Sharpe had given her and she felt the tears come to her eyes. And Lieutenant Vicente, she thought, was a gentle man. Christopher liked to say how there were two sides in the world, just as there were black pieces and white pieces on a chessboard, and Kate knew she had chosen the wrong side. Worse, she did not know how she was to find her way back to the right one.


      Christopher strode back down the stalled column. “Is that coffee?” he asked cheerfully. “Good, I need something warming.” He took the mug from her, drained it, then tossed it away. “Another few minutes, my dear,” he said, “and we’ll be on our way. One more bridge after this, then we’ll be over the hills and far away in Spain. You’ll have a proper bed again, eh? And a bath. How are you feeling?”


      “Cold.”


      “Hard to believe it’s May, eh? Worse than England. Still, don’t they say rain’s good for the complexion? You’ll be prettier than ever, my dearest.” He paused as some muskets sounded from the west. The noise rattled loud for a few seconds, echoing back and forth between the defile’s steep sides, then faded. “Chasing off bandits,” Christopher said. “It’s too soon for the pursuit to catch us up.”


      “I pray they do catch us,” Kate said.


      “Don’t be ridiculous, my dear. Besides, we’ve got a brigade of good infantry and a pair of cavalry regiments as rearguard.”


      “We?” Kate asked indignantly. “I’m English!”


      Christopher gave her a long-suffering smile. “As am I, dearest, but what we want above all is peace. Peace! And perhaps this retreat will be just the thing to persuade the French to leave Portugal alone. That’s what I’m working on. Peace.”


      There was a pistol holstered in Christopher’s saddle just behind Kate and she was tempted to pull the weapon free, thrust it into his belly and pull the trigger, but she had never fired a gun, did not know if the long-barrelled pistol was loaded, and besides, what would happen to her if Christopher were not here? Williamson would maul her, she thought, and for some reason she remembered the letter she had succeeded in leaving for Lieutenant Sharpe, putting it on the House Beautiful’s mantel without Christopher seeing what she was doing. She thought now what a stupid letter it was. What was she trying to tell Sharpe? And why him? What did she expect him to do?


      She stared up the far hill. There were men on the high crest line and Christopher turned to see what she was looking at. “More of the scum,” he said.


      “Patriots,” Kate insisted.


      “Peasants with rusted muskets,” Christopher said acidly, “who torture their prisoners and have no idea, none, what principles are at stake in this war. They are the forces of old Europe,” he insisted, “superstitious and ignorant. The enemies of progress.” He grimaced, then unbuckled one of his saddlebags to make sure that his black-fronted red uniform jacket was inside. If the French were forced to surrender then that coat was his passport. He would take to the hills and if any partisans accosted him he would persuade them he was an Englishman escaping from the French.


      “We’re moving, sir,” Williamson said. “Bridge is up, sir.” He knuckled his forehead to Christopher, then turned his leering face on Kate. “Help you onto the horse, ma’am?”


      “I can manage,” Kate said coldly, but she was forced to drop the damp blanket to climb into the saddle and she knew that both Christopher and Williamson were staring at her legs in their tight hussar breeches.


      A cheer came from the bridge as the first cavalrymen led their horses over the precarious roadway. The sound prompted the infantry to stand, pick up their muskets and packs, and shuffle toward the makeshift crossing.


      “One more bridge,” Christopher assured Kate, “and we’re safe.”


      Just one more bridge. The Leaper.


      And above them, high in the hills, Richard Sharpe was already marching toward it. Toward the last bridge in Portugal. The Saltador.

    

  


  
    
      Chapter 11

    


    
      IT HAD BEEN AT DAWN that Sharpe and Hogan saw their fears were realized. Several hundred French infantry were across the Ponte Nova, the ordenança were nothing but bodies in a plundered village, and energetic work parties were remaking the roadway across the Cavado’s white water. The long and winding defile echoed with sporadic musket shots as Portuguese peasants, attracted to the beleaguered army like ravens to meat, took long-range shots. Sharpe saw a hundred voltigeurs in open order climb a hill to drive off one brave band that had dared to approach within two hundred paces of the stalled column. There was a flurry of shots, the French skirmishers scoured the hill and then trudged back to the crowded road. There was no sign of any British pursuit, but Hogan guessed that Wellesley’s army was still a half-day’s march behind the French. “He won’t have followed the French directly,” he explained, “he won’t have crossed the Serra de Santa Catalina like they did. He’ll have stayed on the roads, so he went to Braga first and now he’s marching eastward. As for us…” He stared down at the captured bridge. “We’d best shift ourselves to the Saltador,” he said grimly, “because it’s our last chance.”


      To Sharpe it seemed there was no chance at all. More than twenty thousand French fugitives darkened the valley beneath him and Christopher was lost somewhere in that mass and how Sharpe was ever to find the renegade he did not know. But he pulled on his threadbare coat and picked up his rifle and followed Hogan who, Sharpe saw, was similarly pessimistic while Harper, perversely, was oddly cheerful, even when they had to wade through a tributary of the Cavado which ran waist deep through a steep defile which fell toward the larger river. Hogan’s mule baulked at the cold, fast water and the Captain proposed abandoning the animal, but then Javali smacked the beast hard across the face and, while it was still blinking, picked it up and carried it bodily through the wide stream. The riflemen cheered the display of strength while the mule, safe on the opposite bank, snapped its yellow teeth at the goatherd who simply smacked it again. “Useful lad, that,” Harper said approvingly. The big Irish Sergeant was soaked to the skin and as cold and tired as any of the other men, but he seemed to relish the hardship. “It’s no worse than herding back home,” he maintained as they trudged on. “I remember once my uncle was taking a flock of mutton, prime meat the lot of them, walking them on the hoof to Belfast and half the buggers ran like shite when we’d not even got to Letterkenny! Jesus, all that money gone to waste.”


      “Did you get them back?” Perkins asked.


      “You’re joking, lad. I searched half the bloody night and all I got was a clip round the ear from my uncle. Mind you, it was his fault, he’d never herded so much as a rabbit before and didn’t know one end of a sheep from the other, but he was told there was good cash for mutton in Belfast so he stole the flock off a skinflint in Colcarney and set off to make his fortune.”


      “Do you have wolves in Ireland?” Vicente wanted to know.


      “In red coats,” Harper said, and saw Sharpe scowl. “My grandfather now,” he went on hurriedly, “claimed to see a pack of them at Derrynagrial. Big, they were, he said, and with red eyes and teeth like graveyard stones and he told my grandmother that they chased him all the way to the Glenleheel bridge, but he was a drunk. Jesus, he could soak the stuff up.”


      Javali wanted to know what they were talking about and immediately had his own tales of wolves attacking his goats and how he had fought one with nothing but a stick and a sharp-edged stone, and then he claimed to have raised a wolf cub and told how the village priest had insisted on killing it because the devil lived in wolves, and Sergeant Macedo said that was true and described how a sentry at Almeida had been eaten by wolves one cold winter’s night.


      “Do you have wolves in England?” Vicente asked Sharpe.


      “Only lawyers.”


      “Richard!” Hogan chided him.


      They were going north now. The road that the French would use from Ponte Nova to the Spanish frontier twisted into the hills until it met another tributary of the Cavado, the Misarella, and the Saltador bridge crossed the upper reaches of that river. Sharpe would rather have gone down to the road and marched ahead of the French, but Hogan would not hear of it. The enemy, he said, would put dragoons across the Cavado as soon as the bridge was repaired and the road was no place to be caught by horsemen, and so they stayed in the high ground that became ever more rugged, stony and difficult. Their progress was painfully slow because they were forced to make long detours when precipices or slopes of scree barred their way, and for every mile they went forward they had to walk three, and Sharpe knew the French were now advancing up the valley and gaining fast, for their progress was signaled by scattered musket shots from the hills about the Misarella’s defile. Those shots, fired at too long a range by men activated by hatred, sounded closer and closer until, at mid-morning, the French came into view.


      A hundred dragoons led, but not far behind them was infantry, and these men were not a panicked rabble, but marching in good order. Javali, the moment he saw them, growled incoherently, grabbed a handful of powder from his bag, half of which he spilled as he tried to push it into his musket’s barrel. He rammed down a bullet, primed his musket and shot into the valley. It was not apparent that he hit an enemy, but he gave a small joyful shuffle and then loaded the musket again. “You were right, Richard,” Hogan said ruefully, “we should have used the road.” The French were overtaking them now.


      “You were right, sir,” Sharpe said. “People like him”—he jerked his head toward the wild-bearded Javali—“would have been taking shots at us all morning.”


      “Maybe,” Hogan said. He swayed on the mule’s back, then glanced down again at the French. “Pray the Saltador has been broken,” he said, but he did not sound hopeful.


      They had to clamber down into a saddle of the hills, then climb again to another hog-backed ridge littered with the massive rounded boulders. They lost sight of the fast-flowing Misarella and of the French on the road beside it, but they could hear the occasional flurry of musket shots which told of partisans sniping into the valley.


      “God grant the Portuguese have got to the bridge,” Hogan said for the tenth or twentieth time since dawn. If all had gone well then the Portuguese forces advancing northward in parallel to Sir Arthur Wellesley’s army should have blocked the French at Ruivaens, so cutting the last eastward road to Spain, and then sent a brigade into the hills to plug the final escape route at the Saltador. If all had gone well the Portuguese should now be barring the mountain road with cannon and infantry, but the weather had slowed their march as it had slowed Wellesley’s pursuit and the only men waiting for Marshal Soult at the Saltador were more ordenança.


      There were over a thousand of them, half trained and ill armed, but an English major from the Portuguese staff had ridden ahead to give them advice. His strongest recommendation was to destroy the bridge, but many of the ordenança came from the hard frontier hills and the soaring arch across the Misarella was the lifeline of their commerce and so they refused to heed Major Warre’s advice. Instead they compromised by knocking off the bridge’s parapets and narrowing its roadway by breaking the roadway’s stones with great sledgehammers, but they insisted on leaving a slim strip of stone to leap the deep ravine, and to defend the ribbon-like arch they barricaded the northern side of the bridge with an abattis made from thorn bushes, and behind that formidable obstacle, and on either side of it, they scraped earthworks behind which they could shelter as they fired at the French with ancient muskets and fowling guns. There was no artillery.


      The strip of bridge that remained was just wide enough to let a farm cart cross the river’s ravine. It meant that once the French were gone the valley’s commerce could resume while the roadway and parapets were rebuilt. But to the French that narrow strip would mean only one thing: safety.


      Hogan was the first to see that the bridge was not fully destroyed. He climbed off the mule and swore viciously, then handed Sharpe his telescope and Sharpe stared down at the bridge’s remnants. Musket smoke already shrouded both banks as the dragoons of the French vanguard fired across the ravine and the ordenança in their makeshift redoubts shot back. The sound of the muskets was faint.


      “They’ll get across,” Hogan said sadly, “they’ll lose a lot of men, but they’ll clear that bridge.”


      Sharpe did not answer. Hogan was right, he thought. The French were making no effort to take the bridge now, but doubtless they were assembling an assault party and that meant he would have to find a place from where his riflemen could shoot at Christopher as he crossed the narrow stone arch. There was nowhere on this side of the river, but on the Misarella’s opposite bank there was a high stone bluff where a hundred or more ordenança were stationed. The bluff had to be less than two hundred paces from the bridge, too far for the Portuguese muskets, but it would provide a perfect vantage for his rifles, and if Christopher reached the center of the bridge he would be greeted by a dozen rifle bullets.


      The problem was reaching the bluff. It was not far away, perhaps a half-mile, but between Sharpe and that enticing high ground was the Misarella. “We have to cross that river,” Sharpe said.


      “How long will that take?” Hogan asked.


      “As long as it takes,” Sharpe said. “We don’t have a choice.”


      The musketry grew in intensity, crackling like burning thorn, then fading before bursting back into life. The dragoons were crowding the southern bank to swamp the defenders with fire, but Sharpe could do nothing to help.


      So, for the moment, he walked away.
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      IN THE valley of the Cavado, just twelve miles from the advance guard that fought the ordenança across the ravine of the Misarella, the first British troops caught up with Soult’s rearguard which protected the men and women still crossing the Ponte Nova. The British troops were light dragoons and they could do little more than exchange carbine fire with the French troops who were drawn across the road to fill the valley between the river and the southern cliffs. But not far behind the dragoons the Brigade of Guards was marching, and behind them was a pair of three-pounder cannons, guns that fired shot so light that they were derided as toys, but on this day, when no one else could deploy artillery, the two toys were worth their weight in gold.


      The French rearguard waited while, a dozen miles away, the vanguard readied to attack the Saltador. Two battalions of infantry would assault the bridge, but it was plain that they would become mincemeat if the thick barrier of thorn were not removed from the bridge’s far end. The abattis was four feet high and just as thick and made from two dozen thorn bushes that had been tied together and weighted down with logs, and it made a formidable obstacle and so a Forlorn Hope was proposed. A Forlorn Hope was a company of men who were expected to die, but in doing so they would clear a path for their comrades, and usually such suicidal bands were deployed against the heavily defended breaches of enemy fortresses, but today’s band must cross the narrow remnant of a bridge and die under the flail of musket fire, and as they died they were to clear away the thorn abattis. Major Dulong of the 31st Léger, the new Légion d’Honneur medal still bright on his chest, volunteered to lead the Forlorn Hope. This time he could not use darkness, and the enemy was far more numerous, but his hard face showed no apprehension as he pulled on a pair of gloves and then twisted the loops of his saber cords about his wrist so that he would not lose the weapon in the chaos he anticipated as the thorns were wrenched aside. General Loison, who commanded the French vanguard, ordered every available man to the river bank to swamp the ordenança with musket, carbine and even pistol fire and when the noise had swelled to a deafening intensity Dulong raised his saber then swung it forward as a signal to advance.


      The skirmishing company of his own regiment ran across the bridge. Three men could just go abreast on the narrow ribbon of stone and Dulong was in the very first rank. The ordenança roared their defiance and a volley blasted from the closest earthwork. Dulong was hit in the chest, he heard the bullet strike his new medal and then distinctly heard the snap as a rib broke and he knew the bullet must be in his lung, but he felt no pain. He tried to shout, but his breath was very short, yet he began hauling at the thorns with his gloved hands. More men came, cramming themselves on the bridge’s thin roadway. One slipped and fell screaming into the white tumult of the Misarella. Bullets smacked into the Forlorn Hope, the air was nothing but smoke and splintering noise and hissing bullets, but then Dulong managed to pitch a whole section of the abattis into the river and there was a gap wide enough to let a man through and big enough to save a trapped army, and he staggered through it, saber raised, spitting bubbles of blood as his breath labored. A huge shout came from behind him as the first of the support battalions ran toward the bridge with fixed bayonets. Dulong’s surviving men cleared away the last of the thorn abattis, a dozen dead voltigeurs were unceremoniously kicked over the roadway’s edge into the ravine, and suddenly the Saltador was dark with French troops. They screamed a war cry as they came and the ordenança, most of whom were still reloading after trying to stop Dulong’s Forlorn Hope, now fled. Hundreds of men ran westward, climbing into the hills to escape the bayonets. Dulong paused by the nearest abandoned earthwork and there he bent over, his saber dangling by the cords tied to his wrist and a long dribble of mingled blood and saliva trickling from his mouth. He closed his eyes and tried to pray.


      “A stretcher!” a sergeant shouted. “Make a stretcher. Find a doctor!”


      Two French battalions chased the ordenança away from the bridge. A few Portuguese still lingered on a high rocky bluff to the left of the road, but they were too far away for their musket fire to be anything except a nuisance and so the French let them stay there and watch an army escape.


      For Major Dulong had prized open the last jaws of the trap and the road north was open.
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      SHARPE, UP in the rough ground south of the Misarella, heard the furious musketry and knew the French must be assaulting the bridge and he prayed the ordenança would hold them, but he knew they would fail. They were amateur soldiers, the French were professional and, though men would die, the French would still cross the Misarella and once the first troops were over then the rest of their army would surely follow.


      So he had little time in which to cross the river which tumbled white in its deep rocky ravine and Sharpe had to go more than a mile upstream before he found a place where they might just negotiate the steep slopes and rain-swollen water. The mule would have to be abandoned for the ravine was so precipitous that not even Javali could manhandle the beast down the cliff and through the fast water. Sharpe ordered his men to strip the slings off their rifles and muskets, then buckle or tie them together to make a long rope. Javali, eschewing such an aid, scrambled down to the Misarella, waded through and began climbing the other side, but Sharpe feared losing one of his men to a broken leg up in these hills and so he went more slowly. The men eased themselves down, using the rope as a support, then passed down their weapons. The river was scarcely a dozen paces across, but it was deep and its cold water tugged hard at Sharpe’s legs as he led the crossing. The rocks underfoot were slick and uneven. Tongue fell over and was swept a few yards downstream before he managed to haul himself onto the bank. “Sorry, sir,” he managed to say through chattering teeth as water drained from his cartridge box. It took over forty minutes for them all to cross the ravine and climb its other side where, from a peak of rock, Sharpe could just see the cloud-shadowed hills of Spain.


      They turned east toward the bridge just as it began to rain again. All morning the dark showers had slanted about them, but now one opened directly above them, and then a crash of thunder bellowed across the sky. Ahead, far off to the south, there was a patch of sunshine lightening the pale hills, but above Sharpe the sky grew darker and the rain heavier and he knew the rifles would have difficulty firing in such a teeming downpour. He said nothing. They were all cold and dispirited, the French were escaping and Christopher might already be over the Misarella and on his way into Spain.


      To their left the grass-grown road twisted up into the last Portuguese hills and they could see dragoons and infantry slogging up the road’s tortuous bends, but those men were a half-mile away and the rocky bluff was just ahead. Javali was already on its summit and he warned the remnants of the ordenança who waited among the ferns and boulders that the uniformed men who approached were friends. The Portuguese, whose muskets were useless in the heavy rain, had been reduced to throwing rocks that bounded down the bluff’s eastern face and were nothing but a minor nuisance to the stream of French who crossed the thin lifeline across the Misarella.


      Sharpe shrugged off the ordenança who wanted to welcome him and threw himself down on the bluff’s lip. Rain thrashed the rocks, poured down the cliff’s face and drummed on his shako. A crash of thunder sounded overhead to be echoed by another from the southwest, and Sharpe recognized the second peal as the sound of guns. It was cannon fire, and the noise meant that Sir Arthur Wellesley’s army must have caught up with the French and that his artillery had opened fire, but that fight was miles away, back beyond the Ponte Nova, and here, at the final obstacle, the French were escaping.


      Hogan, panting from the exertion of climbing the bluff, dropped beside Sharpe. They were so close to the bridge they could see the mustaches on the faces of the French infantry, see the striped brown-and-black pattern of a woman’s long skirt. She walked beside her man, carrying his musket and his child, and had a dog tied to her belt by a length of string. Behind them an officer led a limping horse. “Is that cannon I’m hearing?” Hogan asked.


      “Yes, sir.”


      “Must be the three-pounders,” Hogan guessed. “We could do with a couple of those toys here.”


      But they had none. Only Sharpe, Vicente and their men. And an army that was escaping.
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      BACK AT the Ponte Nova the gunners had manhandled their two toy cannon to the crest of a knoll that overlooked the French rearguard. It was not raining here. An occasional flurry whipped down from the mountains, but the muskets could still fire and the Brigade of Guards loaded their weapons, fixed bayonets and then formed to advance in column of companies.


      And the guns, the despised three-pounders, opened on the French and the small balls, scarcely bigger than an orange each, whipped through the tight ranks and bounced on rock to kill more Frenchmen, and the band of Coldstream Guards struck up “Rule Britannia” and the great colors were unfurled to the damp air, and the three-pound balls struck again, each shot leaving a long spray of blood in the air as though a giant unseen knife were slashing through the French ranks. The two light companies of the Guards and a company of the green-jacketed 60th, the Royal American Rifles, were advancing among a jumble of rocks and low stone walls on the French left flank and the muskets and Baker rifles began taking their toll of French officers and sergeants. French skirmishers, men from the renowned 4th Léger, a regiment chosen by Soult to guard his rear because the 4th was famous for its steadiness, ran forward to drive the British skirmishers back, but the rifles were too much for them. They had never faced such long-range accurate fire before and the voltigeurs backed away.


      “Take them forward, Campbell, take them forward!” Sir Arthur Wellesley called to the brigade’s commander and so the first battalion of the Coldstreamers and the first battalion of the 3rd Foot Guards marched toward the bridge. Their bearskins made them seem huge, the band’s drummers thumped for all they were worth, the rifles snapped and the two three-pounders crashed back onto their trails to cut two more bloody furrows through the long lines of Frenchmen.


      “They’re going to break,” Colonel Waters said. He had served as Sir Arthur’s guide all day and was watching the French rearguard through his glass. He could see them wavering, see the sergeants dashing back and forth behind the ranks to push men into file. “They’re going to break, sir.”


      “Pray they do,” Sir Arthur said, “pray they do.” And he wondered what was happening far ahead, whether the French escape route had been blocked. He already had a victory, but how complete would it be?


      The two battalions of Guards, both twice the size of an ordinary battalion, marched steadily and their bayonets were two thousand specks of light in the cloud-dimmed valley and their colors were red, white, blue and gold above them. And in front of them the French shivered and the cannons fired again and the blood mist flickered in two long lines to show where the round shots ploughed the files.


      And Sir Arthur Wellesley did not even watch the Guards. He was staring up into the hills where a great black rainfall blotted the view. “God grant,” he said fervently, “that the road is cut.”


      “Amen,” Colonel Waters said, “amen.”
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      THE ROAD was not blocked because a leaping strip of stone spanned the Misarella and a seemingly endless line of French made their way across the hump-backed arch. Sharpe watched them. They walked like beaten men, tired and sullen, and he could see from their faces how they resented the handful of engineer officers who chivvied them across the bridge. In April these men had been the conquerors of northern Portugal and they had thought they were about to march south and capture Lisbon. They had plundered all the country north of the Douro: they had ransacked houses and churches, raped women, killed men and strutted like the cocks of the dunghill, but now they had been whipped, broken and chased, and the distant sound of the two cannon told them that their ordeal was not yet over. And above them, on the rock-strewn hill crests, they could see dozens of bitter men who just waited for a straggler and then the knives would be sharpened, the fires lit, and every Frenchman in the army had heard the stories of the horribly mutilated corpses found in the highlands.


      Sharpe just watched them. Every now and then the bridge arch would be cleared so that a recalcitrant horse could be coaxed over the narrow span. Riders were peremptorily ordered to climb down from their saddles and two hussars were on hand to blindfold the horses and lead them across the stone remnant. The rain eased and then became heavy again. It was getting dark, an unnatural dusk brought by black cloud and veils of rain. A general, his uniform heavy with sodden braid, followed his blindfolded horse across the bridge. The water seethed white far below him, bouncing off the rocks of the ravine, twisting in pools, foaming on down to the Cavado. The General hurried off the bridge and then had trouble remounting his horse. The ordenança jeered him and hurled a volley of rocks, but the missiles merely bounced on the bluff’s lower slopes and rolled harmlessly toward the road.


      Hogan was watching the French bunched behind the bridge through his telescope which he constantly wiped clear of water. “Where are you, Mister Christopher?” he asked bitterly.


      “Maybe the bastard’s gone ahead,” Harper said tonelessly. “If I was him, sir, I’d be in the front. Get away, that’s what he wants to do.”


      “Maybe,” Sharpe acknowledged, “maybe.” He thought Harper was probably right and that Christopher might already be in Spain with the French vanguard, but there was no way of knowing that.


      “We’ll watch till nightfall, Richard,” Hogan suggested in a flat voice that could not hide his disappointment.


      Sharpe could see a mile back down the road which was crammed thick as the men, women, horses and mules shuffled toward the bottleneck of the Saltador. Two stretchers were carried over the bridge, the sight of the wounded men prompting shouts of triumph from the ordenança on the bluff. Another man, his leg broken, limped over on a makeshift crutch. He was in agony, but it was better to struggle on with blistered hands and a bleeding leg than fall behind and be caught by the partisans. His crutch slipped on the bridge’s stone and he fell heavily, and his predicament provoked another flurry of curses from the ordenança. A French infantryman aimed his musket up at the taunting Portuguese, but when he pulled his trigger the spark fell on damp powder and nothing happened except that the jeering became louder.


      And then Sharpe saw him. Saw Christopher. Or rather he saw Kate first, recognized the oval of her face, the contrast of her pale skin and jet-black hair, her beauty apparent even in this dark, wet horror of an early dusk, and he saw, surprised, that she was wearing a French uniform which was strange, he thought, but then he saw Christopher and Williamson beside her horse. The Colonel was dressed in civilian clothes and was trying to edge and bully and force his way through the crowd so that he could get across the bridge and so know himself to be safe from his pursuers. Sharpe snatched up Hogan’s telescope, wiped its lens and stared. Christopher, he thought, looked older, almost aged with something gray about his face. Then he edged the lens to the right and saw Williamson’s sullen face and felt a surge of pure anger.


      “Have you seen him?” Hogan asked.


      “He’s there,” Sharpe said, and he put the glass down, slid his rifle from its new leather case and eased the barrel forward across a lip of rock.


      “That’s him, so it is.” Harper had seen Christopher now.


      “Where?” Hogan wanted to know.


      “Twenty yards back from the bridge, sir,” Harper said, “beside the horse. And that’s Miss Kate on the horse’s back. And, Jesus!” Harper had seen Williamson. “Is that –”


      “Yes,” Sharpe said curtly, and he was tempted to aim the rifle at the deserter rather than at Christopher.


      Hogan was gazing through the telescope. “A good-looking girl,” he said.


      “She makes the heart beat faster, right enough,” Harper said.


      Sharpe kept the rifle’s lock covered, hoping to keep the powder dry, and now he took off the scrap of cloth, pulled back the flint and aimed the gun at Christopher, and just then the heavens bellowed with thunder, and the rain, which was already heavy, increased in malevolence. It crashed in torrents to make Sharpe curse. He could not even see Christopher now! He jerked the rifle up and stared down into the blurred air which was filled with silver streaks, a cloud-bursting rain, a deluge fit to make a man build an ark. Jesus! And he could see nothing! And just then a slash of lightning sliced the sky in two and the rain drummed like the devil’s hoofbeats and Sharpe pointed the barrel toward the heavens and pulled the trigger. He knew what would happen, and it did. The spark died, the rifle was useless and so he threw the weapon down, stood up and drew his sword.


      “What the hell are you doing?” Hogan asked.


      “Going to fetch my damn telescope,” Sharpe said.


      And went toward the French.
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      THE 4TH Léger, counted as one of the best infantry units in Soult’s army, broke and the two cavalry regiments broke with them. The three regiments had been well posted, dominating a slight ridge that ran athwart the road as it approached the Ponte Nova, but the sight of the Brigade of Guards and the constant smack of rifle bullets and the stinging blows of the twin three-pounders had finished the French rearguard. Their task had been to halt the British pursuit, then withdraw slowly and destroy the repaired Ponte Nova behind them, but instead they ran.


      Two thousand men and fourteen hundred horses were converging on the makeshift roadway across the Cavado. None tried to fight. They turned their backs and they fled, and the whole dark panicked mass of them was crushed against the river’s bank as the Guards came up behind.


      “Move the guns!” Sir Arthur spurred his horse toward the gunners whose weapons had scorched two wide fans of grass in front of the barrels. “Move them up!” he shouted. “Move them up! Keep at them!” It was beginning to rain harder, the sky was darkening and forked lightning slithered above the northern hills.


      The guns were moved a hundred yards nearer the bridge and then rolled up the southern slope of the valley to a small terrace from where they could slam their round shot into the crowded French. Rain hissed and steamed on the barrels as the first rounds crashed out and the blood flickered its red haze above the broken rearguard. A dragoon’s horse screamed, reared and killed a man with its flailing hooves. More round shots slammed home. A few Frenchmen, those at the back who knew they would never reach the bridge alive, turned back, threw down their muskets and held up their hands. The Guards opened ranks to let the prisoners through, closed ranks and loosed a volley that punched into the rear of the French rabble. The fugitives were jostling, pushing and fighting their way onto the bridge and the congestion on the unbalustraded roadway was so great that men and horses were forced off the edge to fall screaming into the Cavado, and still the two guns kept at them, slamming shots onto the Ponte Nova itself now, bloodying the rafters and the felled trunks that were the rearguard’s only escape. The round shots drove more men and horses off the span’s unprotected edges, so many that the dead and dying made a dam beneath the bridge. The high point of the French invasion of Portugal had been a bridge at Oporto where hundreds of folk had drowned in panic, and now the French were on another broken bridge and the dead of the Douro were being avenged. And still the guns hammered the French, and now and then a musket or rifle would fire despite the rain and the British were a vengeful line converging on the horror that was the Ponte Nova. More French surrendered. Some were weeping with shame, misery, hunger and cold as they staggered back. A captain of the 4th Léger threw down his sword and then, in disgust, picked it up and snapped the thin blade across his knee before letting himself be taken captive.


      “Cease fire!” a Coldstreamer officer shouted.


      A dying horse whinnied. The smoke of muskets and cannon was lost in the rain and the bed of the river was pitiful with the moans of men and beasts who had broken their bones when they fell from the roadway. The dam of dying and dead, of soldiers and horses, was so high that the Cavado was piling up behind them and drying up downstream of them, though a trickle of blood-reddened water escaped from the human spill-way. A wounded Frenchman tried to drag himself up from the river and died just as he reached the top of the bank where the Coldstreamer bandsmen were collecting their wounded enemies. The doctors stropped their scalpels on leather belts and took fortifying slugs of brandy. The Guards took the bayonets from their muskets and the gunners rested beside their three-pound cannon.


      For the pursuit was over and Soult was gone from Portugal.
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      SHARPE WENT headlong down the bluff’s steep escarpment, leaping recklessly between rocks and praying that he would not lose his footing on the soaking grass. The rain was hammering down and thunder was drowning the distant noise of the guns at the Ponte Nova. It was getting darker and darker, twilight and storm combining to throw a hellish gloom across Portugal’s wild northern hills, though it was the sheer intensity of the rain that did most to obscure the bridge, but as Sharpe neared the foot of the bluff, where the ground began to level, he saw that the Saltador was suddenly empty. A riderless horse was being led across the narrow span and the beast had held back the men behind, and then Sharpe saw a hussar leading the horse and Christopher, Williamson and Kate were just behind the saddled beast. A group of infantrymen were walking away from the bridge as Sharpe came from the rain with his drawn sword and they stared at him, astonished, and one man moved to intercept him, but Sharpe told him in two short words what to do and the man, even if he did not speak English, had the good sense to obey.


      Then Sharpe was on the Saltador and the hussar leading the horse just gaped at him. Christopher saw him and turned to escape, but more men were already climbing the roadway and so there was no way off the bridge’s other side. “Kill him!” Christopher shouted at both Williamson and the hussar, and it was the Frenchman who obediently began to draw his saber, but Sharpe’s sword hissed in the rain and the man’s sword hand was almost cut off at the wrist and then Sharpe rammed the blade at the hussar’s chest and there was a scream as the cavalryman fell into the Misarella. The horse, terrified by the lightning and by the uncertain footing on the bridge, gave a great whinny and then bolted past Sharpe, almost knocking him off the roadway. Its horseshoes made sparks from the stones, then it was gone and Sharpe faced Christopher and Williamson on the Saltador’s thin crest.


      Kate screamed at the sight of the long sword. “Get up the hill!” Sharpe shouted at her. “Move, Kate, move! And you, you bastard, give me my telescope!”


      Christopher reached out to stop Kate, but Williamson darted past the Colonel and obstructed his hand, and Kate, seeing safety a few feet away, had the sense to run past Sharpe. Williamson tried to grab her, then saw Sharpe’s sword swinging toward him and he managed to parry the cut with his French musket. The clash of sword and gun drove Williamson back a pace and Sharpe was already following, snarling, the sword flickering out like a snake’s tongue to force Williamson another pace backward and then Christopher shoved the deserter forward again. “Kill him!” he screamed at Williamson and the deserter did his best, swinging the musket like a great club, but Sharpe stepped back from the wild blow, then came forward and the sword seared through the rain to catch Williamson on the side of his head, half severing his ear. Williamson staggered. The wide-brimmed leather hat had taken some of the blade’s sting, but the sheer force of the blow still sent Williamson lurching sideways toward the roadway’s ragged edge and Sharpe was still attacking, this time lunging, and the point of the blade pierced the deserter’s green jacket, jarred on a rib and sent Williamson over the edge. He screamed, then Christopher was alone with Sharpe on the high arched summit of the Saltador.


      Christopher stared at his green-jacketed enemy. He did not believe what he saw. He tried to speak, because words had always been Christopher’s best weapon, but now he found he was struck dumb and Sharpe walked toward him and then a surge of Frenchmen came up behind the Colonel and they were going to force him onto Sharpe’s sword and Christopher did not have the courage to draw his own and so, in sheer desperation, he followed Williamson into the rainy dark of the Misarella’s ravine. He jumped.


      Vicente, Harper and Sergeant Macedo had followed Sharpe down the hill and now encountered Kate. “Look after her, sir!” Harper called to Vicente and then, with Sergeant Macedo, he hurried toward the bridge just in time to see Sharpe leap off the roadway. “Sir!” Harper shouted. “Oh, Jesus bloody God,” he swore, “the daft bloody bastard!” He led Macedo across the road just as a flood of blue-coated infantrymen spilled off the bridge, but if any of the Frenchmen thought it strange that enemy soldiers were on the Misarella’s bank they showed no sign of it. They just wanted to escape and so they hurried north toward Spain as Harper prowled the bank and stared into the ravine for a sight of Sharpe. He could see dead horses among the rocks and half submerged in the white water and he could see the sprawling bodies of a dozen Frenchmen who had fallen from the Saltador’s high span, but of Christopher’s dark coat and Sharpe’s green jacket he could see nothing.


      Williamson had fallen straight into the deepest part of the ravine and by chance had landed in a swirling pool of the river that was deep enough to break his fall and he had pitched forward onto the corpse of a horse that had further cushioned him. Christopher was less fortunate. He fell close to Williamson, but his left leg struck rock and his ankle was suddenly a mass of pain and the river water was cold as ice. He clung to Williamson and looked about desperately and saw no sign of any pursuit and he reasoned that Sharpe could not stay long on the bridge in the face of the retreating French. “Get me to the bank,” he told Williamson. “I think my ankle’s broken.”


      “You’ll be all right, sir,” Williamson said. “I’m here, sir,” and he put an arm round the Colonel’s waist and helped him toward the neatest bank.


      “Where’s Kate?” Christopher asked.


      “She ran, sir, she ran, but we’ll find her, sir. We’ll find her. Here we are, sir, we can climb here.” Williamson hauled Christopher onto rocks beside the water and looked for an easy way to climb the ravine’s side and instead saw Sharpe. He swore.


      “What is it?” Christopher was in too much pain to notice much.


      “That bloody jacked-up jack pudding,” Williamson said and drew the saber that he had taken from a dead French officer on the road near the seminary. “Bloody Sharpe,” he explained.


      Sharpe had escaped the rush of oncoming Frenchmen by jumping for the side of the ravine where a gorse sapling clung to a ledge. Its stem bent under his weight, but it held and he had managed to find a foothold on the wet rock beneath and then jump down to another boulder where his feet had shot out from beneath him so that he slid down the big stone’s rounded side to crash into the river, but the sword was still in his hand and in front of him was Williamson and beside the deserter was a wet and terrified Christopher. Rain hissed about them as the dark ravine was garishly lit by a stab of lightning.


      “My telescope,” Sharpe said to Christopher.


      “Of course, Sharpe, of course.” Christopher pulled his sopping wet coat-tails up, groped in one of his pockets and took out the glass. “Not damaged!” he said brightly. “I only borrowed it.”


      “Put it on that boulder,” Sharpe ordered.


      “Not damaged at all!” Christopher said, putting the precious glass on the boulder. “And well done, Lieutenant!” Christopher nudged Williamson, who was just watching Sharpe.


      Sharpe took a step nearer the two men, who both backed away. Christopher pushed Williamson again, trying to make him attack Sharpe, but the deserter was wary. The longest blade he had ever used in a fight was a sword bayonet, but that experience had not trained him to fight with a saber and especially not against a butcher’s blade like the heavy cavalry sword that Sharpe held. He stepped back, waiting for an opportunity.


      “I’m glad you’re here, Sharpe,” Christopher said. “I was wondering how to get away from the French. They were keeping a pretty close eye on me, as you can imagine. I have lots to tell Sir Arthur. He’s done well, hasn’t he?”


      “He’s done well,” Sharpe agreed, “and he wants you dead.”


      “Don’t be ridiculous, Sharpe! We’re English!” Christopher had lost his hat when he jumped and the rain was flattening his hair. “We don’t assassinate people.”


      “I do,” Sharpe said, and he took a step nearer again, and Christopher and Williamson edged away.


      Christopher watched Sharpe pick up the glass. “Not damaged, you see? I took good care of it.” He had to shout to make himself heard over the seething rain and the crash of the river thrusting through the rocks. He pushed Williamson forward again, but the man obstinately refused to attack and Christopher now found himself trapped on a slippery ledge between cliff and river, and the Colonel, in this last extremity, finally abandoned trying to talk himself out of trouble and simply shoved the deserter toward Sharpe. “Kill him!” he shouted at Williamson. “Kill him!”


      The hard shove in his back seemed to startle Williamson, who nevertheless raised the saber and slashed it at Sharpe’s head. There was a great clang as the two blades met, then Sharpe kicked the deserter’s left knee, a kick that made Williamson’s leg buckle, and Sharpe, who looked as though he was not making any particular effort, sliced the sword across Williamson’s neck so that the deserter was knocked back to the right and then the sword lunged through the rifleman’s green jacket and into his belly. Sharpe twisted the blade to stop it being trapped by the suction of flesh, ripped it free and watched the dying Williamson topple into the river. “I hate deserters,” Sharpe said, “I do so hate bloody deserters.”


      Christopher had watched his man defeated and seen that Sharpe had not had to fight hard at all to do it. “No, Sharpe,” he said, “you don’t understand!” He tried to think of the words that would make Sharpe think, make him step back, but the Colonel’s mind was in panic and the words would not come.


      Sharpe watched Williamson. For a moment the dying man tried to struggle out of the river, but the blood ran red from his neck and his belly and he suddenly flopped back and his ugly face sank under the water. “I do so hate deserters,” Sharpe said again, then he looked at Christopher. “Is that sword good for anything except picking your teeth, Colonel?”


      Christopher numbly drew his slender blade. He had trained with a sword. He used to spend good money that he could scarce afford at Horace Jackson’s Hall of Arms on Jermyn Street where he had learned the finer graces of fencing and where he had even earned grudging praise from the great Jackson himself, but fighting on the French-chalked boards of Jermyn Street was one thing and facing Richard Sharpe in the Misarella’s ravine was altogether another. “No, Sharpe,” he said as the rifleman stepped toward him, then raised his blade in a panicked riposte as the big sword flickered toward him.


      Sharpe’s lunge had been a tease, a probe to see whether Christopher would fight, but Sharpe was staring into his enemy’s eyes and he knew this man would die like a lamb. “Fight, you bastard,” he said, and lunged again, and again Christopher made a feeble riposte, but then the Colonel saw a boulder in the river’s center and he thought that he might just leap to it and from there he could reach the opposite bank and so climb to safety. He slashed his sword in a wild blow to give himself the space to make the jump and then he turned and sprang, but his broken ankle crumpled, the rock was wet under his boots and he slipped and would have fallen into the river except that Sharpe seized his jacket and so Christopher fell on the ledge, the sword useless in his hand and with his enemy above him. “No!” he begged. “No.” He stared up at Sharpe. “You saved me, Sharpe,” he said, realizing what had just happened and with a sudden hope surging through him. “You saved me.”


      “Can’t pick your pockets, Colonel, if you’re under water,” Sharpe said and then his face twisted in rage as he rammed the sword down.


      Christopher died on the ledge just above the pool where Williamson had drowned. The eddy above the deserter’s body ran with new red blood, then the red spilled out into the main stream where it was diluted first to pink and then to nothing. Christopher twitched and gargled because Sharpe’s sword had taken out his windpipe and that was a mercy for it was a quicker death than he deserved. Sharpe watched the Colonel’s body jerk and then go still, and he dipped his blade in the water to clean it, dried it as best he could on Christopher’s coat and then gave the Colonel’s pockets a quick search and came up with three gold coins, a broken watch with a silver case and a leather folder crammed with papers that would probably interest Hogan. “Bloody fool,” Sharpe said to the body, then he looked up into the gathering night and saw a great shadow at the ravine’s edge above him. For a second he thought it must be a Frenchman, then he heard Harper’s voice.


      “Is he dead?”


      “Didn’t even put up a fight. Williamson too.”


      Sharpe climbed up the ravine’s side until he was near Harper and the Sergeant lowered his rifle to haul Sharpe the rest of the way. Sergeant Macedo was there and the three could not return to the bluff because the French were on the road and so they took shelter from the rain in a gully formed where one of the great round boulders had been split by a frost. Sharpe told Harper what had happened, then asked if the Irishman had seen Kate.


      “The Lieutenant’s got her, sir,” Harper answered. “The last I saw of her she was having a good cry and he was holding hard onto her and giving her a nice pat on the back. Women like a good cry, have you noticed that, sir?”


      “I have,” Sharpe said, “I have.”


      “Makes them feel better,” Harper said. “Funny how it doesn’t work for us.”


      Sharpe gave one of the gold coins to Harper, the second to Macedo and kept the third. Darkness had fallen. It promised to be a long, cold and hungry night, but Sharpe did not mind. “Got my telescope back,” he told Harper.


      “I thought you would.”


      “Wasn’t even broken. At least I don’t think so.” The glass had not rattled when he shook it, so he assumed it was fine.


      The rain eased and Sharpe listened and heard nothing but the scrape of French feet on the Saltador’s stones, the gusting of the wind, the sound of the river and the fall of the rain. He heard no gunfire. So that faraway fight at the Ponte Nova was over and he did not doubt that it was a victory. The French were going. They had met Sir Arthur Wellesley and he had licked them, licked them good and proper, and Sharpe smiled at that, for though Wellesley was a cold beast, unfriendly and haughty, he was a bloody good soldier. And he had made havoc for King Nicolas. And Sharpe had helped. He had done his bit. It was Sharpe’s havoc.

    

  


  
    

    
      Historical

      Note

    


    
      SHARPE IS ONCE AGAIN guilty of stealing another man’s thunder. It was, indeed, a Portuguese barber who rowed a skiff across the Douro and alerted Colonel Waters to the existence of three stranded barges on the river’s northern bank, but he did it on his own initiative and there were no British troops on the northern bank at the time and no riflemen from the 95th helped in the defense of the seminary. The French believed they had either destroyed or removed every boat on the river, but they missed those three barges which then began a cumbersome ferry service that fed redcoats into the seminary, which, inexplicably, had been left unguarded. The tale of the spherical case shot destroying the leading French gun team is taken from Oman’s A History of the Peninsular War, Vol II. General Sir Edward Paget was wounded in the arm in that fight. He lost his arm, returned to England to recuperate and then came back to the Peninsula as General of the First Division, but his bad luck continued when he was captured by the French. The British lost seventy-seven men killed or wounded in the fight at the seminary while French casualties were at least three or four times as many. The French also failed to destroy the ferry at Barca d’Avintas which was refloated on the morning of the attack and carried two King’s German Legion infantry battalions and the 14th Light Dragoons across the river, a force that could have given the French serious problems as they fled Oporto, but the General in charge of the units, George Murray, though he advanced north to the Amarante road, supinely watched the enemy pass. Later that day General Charles Stewart led the 14th Light Dragoons in a magnificent charge that broke the French rearguard, but Murray still refused to advance his infantry and so it was all too little too late. I have probably traduced Marshal Soult by suggesting he was talking to his cook when the British crossed the river, but he did sleep in till nearly eleven o’clock that morning, and whatever his cook provided for supper was indeed eaten by Sir Arthur Wellesley.


      The seminary still stands, though it has now been swallowed by Oporto’s suburbs, but a plaque records its defense on 12 May 1809. Another plaque, on the quay close to where Eiffel’s magnificent iron bridge now spans the gorge, records the horrors of 29 March when the Portuguese refugees crowded onto the broken pontoon bridge. There are two explanations for the drownings. One claims that retreating Portuguese troops pulled the drawbridge up to prevent the French from using the bridge, while the second explanation, which I prefer, is that the sheer weight of refugees sank the central pontoons which then broke under the pressure of the river. Whichever is true the result was horror as hundreds of people, most of them civilians, were forced off the shattered end to drown in the Douro.


      With his capture of Oporto Marshal Soult had conquered northern Portugal and, as he gathered his strength for the onward march to Lisbon, he did indeed flirt with the idea of making himself king. More than flirt, he canvassed his general officers, tried to gain support among the Portuguese and doubtless encouraged the Diario do Porto, a newspaper established during the French occupation of the city and edited by a priest who supported the egregious idea. Quite what Napoleon would have made of such a self-promotion is not difficult to guess and it was probably the prospect of the Emperor’s displeasure, as much as anything else, which persuaded Soult against the idea.


      But the idea was real and it gave Soult the nickname “King Nicolas” and very nearly provoked a mutiny which was to be led by Colonel Donadieu and Colonel Lafitte, plus several other now unknown officers, and Captain Argenton did make two trips through the lines to consult with the British. Argenton wanted the British to use their influence on the Portuguese to persuade them to encourage Soult to declare himself king, for when Soult did so the mutiny would break out, at which point Donadieu and the others would supposedly lead the army back to France. The British were asked to encourage this nonsense by blocking the roads east into Spain, but leaving the northern roads unthreatened. Sir Arthur Wellesley, arriving at Lisbon to take over from Cradock, met Argenton and dismissed the plot out of hand. Argenton then returned to Soult, was betrayed and arrested, but was promised his life if he revealed all that he knew and among those revelations was the fact that the British army, far from readying itself to withdraw from Portugal, was preparing to attack northwards. The warning gave Soult a chance to withdraw his advance forces from south of the Douro who otherwise might have been trapped by an ambitious encircling move that Wellesley had initiated. Argenton’s career was not over. He managed to escape his captors, reached the British army and was given a safe passage to England. For some reason he then decided to return to France where he was again captured and this time shot. It is also worth noting, while we are discussing sinister plots, that the aspirations Christopher attributes to Napoleon, aspirations for “a European system, a European code of laws, a European judiciary and one nation alone in Europe, Europeans,” were indeed articulated by Bonaparte.


      Sharpe’s Havoc is a story that begins and ends on bridges and the twin tales of how Major Dulong of the 31st Léger captured the Ponte Nova and then the Saltador are true. He was a rather Sharpe-like character who enjoyed an extraordinary reputation for bravery, but he was wounded at the Saltador and I have been unable to discover his subsequent fate. He almost single-handedly saved Soult’s army, so he deserved a long life and an easy death, and he certainly does not deserve to be given a failing role in the fictional story of the fictional village of Vila Real de Zedes.


      Hagman’s marksmanship at seven hundred paces sounds a little too good to be believable, but is based on an actual event which occurred the previous year during Sir John Moore’s retreat to Corunna. Tom Plunkett (an “irrepressibly vulgar rifleman,” Christopher Hibbert calls him in his book Corunna) fired the “miracle shot” which killed the French General Colbert at around seven hundred yards. The shot, rightly, became famous among riflemen. I read in a recent publication that the extreme range of the Baker rifle was only three hundred yards, a fact that would have surprised the men in green who reckoned that distance to be middling.


      Marshal Soult, still merely the Duke of Dalmatia, was forced to retreat once Wellesley had crossed the Douro and the tale of his retreat is described in the novel. The French should have been trapped and forced to surrender, but it is easy to make such criticisms long after the event. If the Portuguese or British had marched a little faster or if the ordenança had destroyed either the Ponte Nova or the Saltador then Soult would have been finished, but a small measure of good fortune and Major Dulong’s singular heroism rescued the French. The weather doubtless had much to do with their escape. The rain and cold of that early May were unseasonably vicious and slowed the pursuit and, as Sir Arthur Wellesley observed in a report to the Prime Minister, an army that abandons all its guns, vehicles and wounded can move a great deal faster than an army that retains its heavy equipment, but the French escape was nevertheless a missed opportunity after the brilliant victory at Oporto.


      Oporto has now grown to encompass the seminary so it is hard to see the ground as it was on the day when the Buffs crossed the river, but for anyone interested in seeing the seminary it can be found in the Largo do Padre Balthazar Guedes, a small square overlooking the river. The best guide to the battlefield, indeed to all Sir Arthur Wellesley’s battlefields of Portugal and Spain, is Julian Paget’s Wellington’s Peninsular War, published by Leo Cooper. The book will guide you across the river to the Monastery de Serra do Pilar where there is a memorial to the battle that is built on the spot where Wellesley placed his guns to such advantage, and any visit to that southern bank should include the port lodges, many of which are still British owned. There are splendid restaurants on the northern quay where the plaque remembers the drowned of 29 March 1809. The Palacio das Carrancas, where both Soult and Wellesley had their headquarters, is now the Museo Nacional Soares dos Reis and can be found on Rua de Dom Manuel II. Both the Ponte Nova and the Saltador still exist, though sadly they exist underwater, for each is now submerged in a reservoir, but the area is well worth visiting for its wild and spectacular beauty.


      Soult escaped, but his incursion into Portugal had cost him 6,000 of his 25,000 men, just under half of those being killed or captured during the retreat. He also lost his baggage, his transport and all fifty-four of his guns. It was, indeed, a broken army and a massive defeat, but it did not end French designs on Portugal. They would be back the following year and would have to be thrown out again.


      So Sharpe and Harper will march again.
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      ‘Every man thinks meanly of himself

      for not having been a soldier.’

      SAMUELJOHNSON
    

  


  
    
      CHAPTER 1


    


    
      The guns could be heard long before they came into sight. Children clung to their mothers’ skirts and wondered what dreadful thing made such noises. The hooves of the great horses mixed with the jangling of traces and chains, the hollow rumbling of the blurring wheels, and above it all the crashes as tons of brass, iron and timber bounced on the town’s broken paving. Then they were in view; guns, limbers, horses and outriders, and the gunners looked as tough as the squat, blackened barrels that spoke of the fighting up north where the artillery had dragged their massive weapons through swollen rivers and up rain-soaked slopes to pound the enemy into oblivion and defeat. Now they would do it again. Mothers held their smallest children and pointed at the guns, boasted that these British would make Napoleon wish he had stayed in Corsica and suckled pigs, which was all he was fit for.


      And the cavalry! The Portuguese civilians applauded the trotting ranks of gorgeous uniforms, the curved, polished sabres unsheathed for display in Abrantes’ streets and squares, and the fine dust from the horses’ hooves was a small price to pay for the sight of the splendid Regiments who, the townspeople said, would chase the French clean over the Pyrenees and back into the sewers of Paris itself. Who could resist this army? From north and south, from the ports on the western coast, they were coming together and marching east on the road that led to the Spanish frontier and to the enemy. Portugal will be free, Spain’s pride restored, France humbled, and these British soldiers can go back to their own wine-shops and inns, leaving Abrantes and Lisbon, Coimbra and Oporto in peace. The soldiers themselves were not so confident. True they had beaten Soult’s northern army but, marching into their lengthening shadows, they wondered what lay beyond Castelo Branco, the next town and the last before the frontier. Soon they would face again the blue-coated veterans of Jena and Austerlitz, the masters of Europe’s battlefields, the French regiments that had turned the finest armies of the world into so much mincemeat. The townspeople were impressed, at least by the cavalry and artillery, but to experienced eyes the troops gathering round Abrantes were pitifully few and the French armies to the east threateningly big. The British army that awed the children of Abrantes would not frighten the French Marshals.


      Lieutenant Richard Sharpe, waiting for orders in his billet on the outskirts of town, watched the cavalry sheath their sabres as the last spectators were left behind and then he turned back to the job of unwinding the dirty bandage from his thigh.


      As the last few inches peeled stickily away some maggots dropped to the floor and Sergeant Harper knelt to pick them up before looking at the wound.


      ‘Healed, sir. Beautiful.’


      Sharpe grunted. The sabre cut had become nine inches of puckered scar tissue, clean and pink against the darker skin. He picked off a last fat maggot and gave it to Harper to put safely away.


      ‘There, my beauty, well fed you are.’ Sergeant Harper closed the tin and looked up at Sharpe. ‘You were lucky, sir.’


      That was true, thought Sharpe. The French Hussar had nearly ended him, that man’s blade halfway through a massive down-stroke when Harper’s rifle bullet had lifted him from the saddle and the Frenchman’s grimace, framed by the weird pigtails, had turned to sudden agony. Sharpe had twisted desperately away and the sabre, aimed at his neck, had sliced into his thigh to leave another scar as a memento of sixteen years in the British army. It had not been a deep wound but Sharpe had watched too many men die from smaller cuts, the blood poisoned, the flesh discoloured and stinking, and the doctors helpless to do anything but let the man sweat and rot to his death in the charnel houses they called hospitals. A handful of maggots did more than any army doctor, eating away the diseased tissue to let the healthy flesh close naturally. He stood up and tested the leg. ‘Thank you, Sergeant. Good as new.’


      ‘Pleasure’s all mine, sir.’


      Sharpe pulled on the cavalry overalls he wore instead of the regulation green trousers of the 95th Rifles. He was proud of the green overalls with their black leather reinforcement panels, stripped from the corpse of a Chasseur Colonel of Napoleon’s Imperial Guard last winter. The outside of each leg had been decorated with more than twenty silver buttons and the metal had paid for food and drink as his small band of refugee Riflemen had escaped south through the Galician snows. The Colonel had been a lucky kill; there were not many men in either army as tall as Sharpe but the overalls fitted him perfectly and the Frenchman’s soft, rich, black leather boots could have been made for the English Lieutenant. Patrick Harper had not been so fortunate. The Sergeant topped Sharpe by a full four inches and the huge Irishman had yet to find any trousers to replace his faded, patched and tattered pair that were scarcely fit to scare crows in a turnip field. The whole company was like that, their boots literally tied together with strips of hide, and as long as their parent Battalion was home in England Sharpe’s small company could find no Commissary Officer willing to complicate his account books by issuing them with new trousers or shoes.


      Sergeant Harper handed Sharpe his uniform jacket. ‘Do you want a Hungarian bath, sir?’


      Sharpe shook his head. ‘It’s bearable.’ There were not too many lice in the jacket, not enough to justify steeping it in the smoke from a grass fire and to smell like a charcoal burner for the next two days. The jacket was as worn as those of the rest of his company but nothing, not the best-tailored corpse in Portugal or Spain, would have persuaded Sharpe to throw it away. It was green, the dark green jacket of the 95th Rifles, and it was the badge of an elite Regiment. British Infantry wore red, but the best British Infantry wore green, and even after three years in the 95th Sharpe took pleasure in the distinction of the green uniform. It was all he had, his uniform and what he could carry on his back. Richard Sharpe knew no home other than the Regiment, no family except for his company, and no belongings except what fitted into his pack and pouches. He knew no other way to live and expected that it would be the way he would die. Round his waist he tied the red officer’s sash and covered it with the black leather belt with its silver snake buckle. After a year in the Peninsula only the sash and his sword denoted his officer’s rank and even his sword, like the overalls, broke regulations. Officers of the Rifles, like all Light Infantry officers, were supposed to carry a curved cavalry sabre but Sharpe hated the weapon. In its place he wore the long, straight sword of the Heavy Cavalry; a brute of a weapon, ill balanced and crude, but Sharpe liked the feel of a savage blade that could beat down the slim swords of French officers and crush aside a musket and bayonet.


      The sword was not his only weapon. For ten years Richard Sharpe had marched in the red-coated ranks, first as a private, then a Sergeant, carrying a smooth-bore musket across the plains of India. He had stood in the line with the heavy flintlock, gone terrified into broken breaches with a bayonet, and he still carried a ranker’s weapon into battle. The Baker rifle was his mark, it set him aside from other officers, and sixteen-year-old Ensigns,* fresh in their bright new uniforms, looked warily at the tall, black-haired Lieutenant with the slung rifle and the scar which, except when he smiled, gave his face a look of grim amusement. Some wondered if the stories were true, stories of Seringapatam and Assaye, of Vimeiro and Lugo, but one glance from the apparently mocking eyes, or a sight of the worn grips on his weapons, stopped the wondering. Few new officers stopped to think of what the rifle really represented, of the fiercest struggle Sharpe had ever fought, the climb from the ranks into the officers’ mess. Sergeant Harper looked out of the window into the square soaked in afternoon sunlight.


      ‘Here comes Happy, sir.’


      ‘Captain Hogan.’


      Harper ignored the reproof. He and Sharpe had been together too long, shared too many dangers, and the Sergeant knew precisely what liberties he could take with his taciturn officer. ‘He’s looking more cheerful than ever, sir. He must have another job for us.’


      ‘I wish to God they’d send us home.’


      Harper, his huge hands gently stripping the lock of his rifle, pretended not to hear the remark. He knew what it meant but the subject was a dangerous one. Sharpe commanded the remnants of a company of Riflemen who had been cut off from the rearguard of Sir John Moore’s army during its retreat to Corunna the winter before. It had been a terrible campaign in weather that was like the traveller’s tales of Russia rather than northern Spain. Men had died in their sleep, their hair frozen to the ground, while others dropped exhausted from the march and let death overtake them. The discipline of the army had crumbled and the drunken stragglers were easy meat for the French cavalry who flogged their exhausted mounts at the heel of the British army. The rabble was saved from disaster only by the few Regiments, like the 95th, which kept their discipline and fought on. 1808 turned into 1809 and still the nightmarish battle went on, a battle fought with damp powder by freezing men peering through the snow for a glimpse of the cloaked French Dragoons. Then, on a day when the blizzard bellied in the wind like a malevolent monster, the company had been cut off by the horsemen. The Captain was killed, the other Lieutenant, the rifles wouldn’t fire and the enemy sabres rose and fell and the damp snow muffled all sounds except for the grunts of the Dragoons and the terrible chopping of the blades cutting into wounds that steamed in the freezing air. Lieutenant Sharpe and a few survivors fought clear and scrambled into high rocks where horsemen could not follow, but when the storm blew out, and the last desperately wounded man died, there was no hope of rejoining the army. The second Battalion of the 95th Rifles had sailed home while Sharpe and his thirty men, lost and forgotten, had headed south, away from the French, to join the small British garrison in Lisbon.


      Since then Sharpe had asked a dozen times to be sent home but Riflemen were too scarce, too valuable, and the army’s new commander, Sir Arthur Wellesley, was unwilling to lose even thirty-one. So they had stayed and fought for whichever Battalion needed its Light Company strengthened and had marched north again, retracing their steps, and been with Wellesley when he avenged Sir John Moore by tumbling Marshal Soult and his veterans out of North Portugal. Harper knew his Lieutenant harboured a sullen anger at his predicament. Richard Sharpe was poor, dog poor, and he would never have the money to purchase his next promotion. To become a Captain, even in an ordinary Battalion of the line, would cost Sharpe fifteen hundred pounds, and he might as well hope to be made King of France as raise that money. He had only one hope of promotion and that was by seniority in his own Regiment; to step into the shoes of men who died or were promoted and whose own commissions had not been purchased. But as long as Sharpe was in Portugal and the Regiment was home in England he was being forgotten and passed over, time and again, and the unfairness soured Sharpe’s resentment. He watched men younger than himself purchase their Captaincies, their Majorities, while he, a better soldier, was left on the heap because he was poor and because he was fighting instead of being safe home in England.


      The door of the cottage banged open and Captain Hogan stepped into the room. He looked, in his blue coat and white trousers, like a naval officer and he claimed his uniform had been mistaken for a Frenchman’s so often that he had been fired on more by his own side than by the enemy. He was an Engineer, one of the tiny number of Military Engineers in Portugal, and he grinned as he took off his cocked hat and nodded at Sharpe’s leg. ‘The warrior restored? How’s the leg?’


      ‘Perfect, sir.’


      ‘Sergeant Harper’s maggots, eh? Well, we Irish are clever devils. God knows where you English would be without us.’ Hogan took out his snuff box and inhaled a vast pinch. As Sharpe waited for the inevitable sneeze he eyed the small, middle-aged Captain fondly. For a month his Riflemen had been Hogan’s escort as the Engineer had mapped the roads across the high passes that led to Spain. It was no secret that any day now Wellesley would take the army into Spain, to follow the River Tagus that was aimed like a spear at the capital, Madrid, and Hogan, as well as sketching endless maps, had strengthened the culverts and bridges which would have to take the tons of brass and wood as the field artillery rolled towards the enemy. It had been a job well done in agreeable company, until it rained and the rifles wouldn’t fire and the crazy-eyed French Hussar had nearly made a name for himself by his mad solo charge at a group of Riflemen. Somehow Sergeant Harper had kept the damp out of his firing pan, and Sharpe still shivered when he thought of what might have happened if the rifle had not fired.


      The Sergeant collected the pieces of his rifle lock as if he was about to leave but Hogan held up his hand. ‘Stay on, Patrick. I have a treat for you; one that even a heathen from Donegal might like.’ He took a dark bottle out of his haversack and raised an eyebrow to Sharpe. ‘You don’t mind?’


      Sharpe shook his head. Harper was a good man, good at everything he did, and in their three years’ acquaintanceship Sharpe and Harper had become friends, or at least as friendly as an officer and a Sergeant could be. Sharpe could not imagine fighting without the huge Irishman beside him, the Irishman dreaded fighting without Sharpe, and together they were as formidable a pair as Hogan had ever seen on a battlefield. The Captain set the bottle on the table and pulled the cork. ‘Brandy. French brandy from Marshal Soult’s own cellars and captured at Oporto. With the compliments of the General.’


      ‘From Wellesley?’ Sharpe asked.


      ‘The man himself. He asked after you, Sharpe, and I said you were being doctored or would have been with me.’


      Sharpe said nothing. Hogan paused in his careful pouring of the liquid. ‘Don’t be unfair, Sharpe! He’s fond of you. Do you think he’s forgotten Assaye?’


      Assaye. Sharpe remembered all right. The field of dead outside the Indian village where he had been commissioned on the battlefield. Hogan pushed a tin cup of brandy across the table to him. ‘You know he can’t make you into a Captain of the 95th. He doesn’t have the power!’


      ‘I know.’ Sharpe smiled and raised the cup to his lips. But Wellesley did have the power to send him home where promotion might be had. He pushed the thought away, knowing the nagging insult of his rank would soon come back, and was envious of Hogan who, being an Engineer, could only gain promotion by seniority. It meant that Hogan was still only a Captain, even in his fifties, but at least there was no jealousy and injustice because no man could buy his way up the ladder of promotion. He leaned forward. ‘So? Any news? Are we still with you?’


      ‘You are. And we have a job.’ Hogan’s eyes twinkled. ‘And a wonderful job it is, too.’


      Patrick Harper grinned. ‘That means a powerful big bang.’


      Hogan nodded. ‘You are right, Sergeant. A big bridge to be blown.’ He took a map out of his pocket and unfolded it onto the table. Sharpe watched a callused finger trace the River Tagus from the sea at Lisbon, past Abrantes where they now sat, and on into Spain to stop where the river made a huge southwards loop. ‘Valdelacasa,’ Hogan said. ‘There’s an old bridge there, a Roman one. The General doesn’t like it.’


      Sharpe could see why. The army would march on the north bank of the Tagus towards Madrid and the river would guard their right flank. There were few bridges where the French might cross and harass their supply lines and those bridges were in towns, like Alcantara, where the Spanish kept garrisons to protect the crossings. Valdelacasa was not even marked. If there was no town there would be no garrison, and a French force could cross and play havoc in the British rear. Harper leaned over and looked at the map.


      ‘Why isn’t it marked, sir?’


      Hogan made a contemptuous noise. ‘I’m surprised the map even marks Madrid, let alone Valdelacasa.’ He was right. The infamous old Tomas Lopez map, the only one available to the armies in Spain, was a wondrous work of the Spanish imagination. Hogan stabbed his finger down onto the map. ‘The bridge is hardly used, it’s in bad repair. We’re told you can hardly put a cart across, let alone a gun, but it could be repaired and we could have “old trousers” up our backsides in no time.’ Sharpe smiled. ‘Old trousers’ was the Rifle’s strange nickname for the French, and Hogan had adopted the phrase with relish. The Engineer lowered his voice conspiratorially. ‘It’s a strange place, I’m told, just a ruined convent and the bridge. They call it El Puente de los Malditos.’ He nodded as if he had made his point.


      Sharpe waited a few seconds and sighed. ‘All right. What does it mean?’


      Hogan smiled triumphantly. ‘I’m surprised you need to ask! It means “The Bridge of the Accursed”. It seems that, years ago, all the nuns were taken out of the convent and massacred by the Moors. It’s haunted, Sharpe, stalked by the spirits of the dead!’


      Sharpe leaned forward to peer more closely at the map. Give or take the width of Hogan’s finger the bridge must be sixty miles beyond the border and they were that far from Spain already. ‘When do we leave?’


      ‘Now there’s a problem.’ Hogan folded the map carefully. ‘We can leave for the frontier tomorrow but we can’t cross until we’re formally invited by the Spanish.’ He leaned back with his cup of brandy. ‘And we have to wait for our escort.’


      ‘Escort!’ Sharpe bridled. ‘We’re your escort.’


      Hogan shook his head. ‘Oh, no. This is politics. The Spanish will let us blow up their bridge but only if a Spanish Regiment goes along with us. It’s a question of pride, apparently.’


      ‘Pride!’ Sharpe’s anger was obvious. ‘If you have a whole Regiment of Spaniards then why the hell do you need us?’


      Hogan smiled placatingly. ‘Oh, I need you. There’s more, you see.’ He was interrupted by Harper. The Sergeant was standing at the window, oblivious of their conversation, and staring into the small square.


      ‘That is nice. Oh, sir, that can clean my rifle any day of the week.’


      Sharpe looked through the small window. Outside, on a black mare, sat a girl dressed in black; black breeches, black jacket, and a wide-brimmed hat that shadowed her face but in no way obscured a beauty that was startling. Sharpe saw a wide mouth, dark eyes, coiled hair the colour of fine powder, and then she became aware of their scrutiny. She half smiled at them and turned away, snapped an order at a servant holding the halter of a mule, and stared at the road leading from the plaza towards the centre of Abrantes. Hogan made a small, contented noise. ‘That is special. They don’t come out like that very often. I wonder who she is?’


      ‘Officer’s wife?’ Sharpe suggested.


      Harper shook his head. ‘No ring, sir. But she’s waiting for someone, lucky bastard.’


      And a rich bastard, thought Sharpe. The army was collecting its customary tail of women and children who followed the Regiments to war. Each Battalion was allowed to take sixty soldiers’ wives to an overseas war but no-one could stop other women joining the ‘official’ wives; local girls, prostitutes, seamstresses and washerwomen, all making their living from the army. This girl looked different. There was the smell of money and privilege about her, as if she had run away from a rich Lisbon home. Sharpe presumed she was the lover of a rich officer, one of the breed who would regard his woman as much a part of his equipment as his thoroughbred horses, his Manton pistols, his silver dinnerware for camp meals, and the hounds that would trot obediently at his horse’s tail. There were plenty of girls like her, Sharpe knew, girls who cost a lot of money, and he felt the old envy rise in him.


      ‘My God.’ Harper, still staring out the window, had spoken again.


      ‘What is it?’ Sharpe leaned forward and, like his Sergeant, he could hardly believe his eyes. A Battalion of British Infantry was marching steadily into the square but a Battalion the like of which Sharpe had not seen for more than twelve months. A year in Portugal had turned the army into a Drill-Sergeant’s nightmare: the soldiers’ uniforms had faded and been patched with the ubiquitous brown cloth of the Portuguese peasants, their hair had grown long, the polish had long disappeared from buttons and badges. Sir Arthur Wellesley did not mind; he only cared that a soldier had sixty rounds of ammunition and a clear head, and if his trousers were brown instead of white then it made no difference to the outcome of a fight. But this Battalion was fresh from England. Their coats were a brilliant scarlet, their crossbelts pipeclayed white, their boots a mirror-surfaced black. Each man wore tightly-buttoned gaiters and, even more surprising, they still wore the infamous stocks; four inches of stiffly varnished black leather that constricted the neck and was supposed to keep a man’s chin high and back straight. Sharpe could not remember when he had last seen a stock; once on campaign the men ‘lost’ them, and with them went the running sores where the rigid leather dug into the soft flesh beneath the jawbone.


      ‘They’ve taken the wrong turning for Windsor Castle,’ Harper said.


      Sharpe shook his head. ‘They’re unbelievable!’ Whoever commanded this Battalion must have made the men’s lives hell to keep them looking so immaculate despite the voyage from England in cramped and foul ships and the long march from Lisbon in the summer heat. Their weapons shone, their equipment was pristine and regular, while their faces bulged red from the constricting stocks and the unaccustomed sun. At the head of each company rode the officers, all, Sharpe noted, mounted superbly. The colours were cased in polished leather and guarded by Sergeants whose halberd blades had been burnished to a brilliant, glittering sheen. The men marched in perfect step, looking neither right nor left, for all the world, as Harper had said, as if they were marching for the Royal duty at Windsor.


      ‘Who are they?’ Sharpe was trying to think of the Regiments who had yellow facings on their uniforms but this looked like none of the Regiments he knew.


      ‘The South Essex,’ Hogan said.


      ‘The who?’


      ‘The South Essex. They’re new, very new. Just raised by Lieutenant Colonel Sir Henry Simmerson, a cousin of General Sir Banestre Tarleton.’


      Sharpe whistled softly. Tarleton had fought in the American war and now sat in Parliament as Wellesley’s bitterest military opponent. Sharpe had heard said that Tarleton wanted the command of the army in Portugal for himself and bitterly resented the younger man’s preferment. Tarleton was a man of influence, a dangerous enemy for Wellesley, and Sharpe knew enough about the politics of high command to realise that the presence of Tarleton’s cousin in the army would not be welcomed by Wellesley.


      ‘Is that him?’ He pointed to a portly man riding a grey horse in the centre of the Battalion.


      Hogan nodded. ‘That is Sir Henry Simmerson, whom God preserve or preferably not.’


      Lieutenant Colonel Sir Henry Simmerson had a red face lined with purple veins and pendulous with jowls. His eyes, at the distance Sharpe was seeing them, seemed small and red, and on either side of the suspicious, questing face there sprung prominent ears that looked like the protruding trunnions either side of a cannon barrel. He looked, Sharpe thought, like a pig on horseback. ‘I’ve not heard of the man.’


      ‘That’s not surprising. He’s done nothing.’ Hogan was scornful. ‘Landed money, in Parliament for Paglesham, justice of the peace and, God help us, a Militia Colonel.’ Hogan seemed surprised by his own lack of charity. ‘He means well. He won’t be content till those lads are the best damned Battalion in the army but I think the man has a terrible shock coming when he finds the difference between us and the Militia.’


      Like other Regular officers Hogan had little time for the Militia, Britain’s second army. It was used exclusively within Britain itself, never had to fight, never went hungry, never slept in an open field beneath a cloudburst, yet it paraded with a glorious pomp and self-importance. Hogan laughed. ‘Mustn’t complain. We’re lucky to have Sir Henry.’


      ‘Lucky?’ Sharpe looked at the greying Engineer.


      ‘Oh, yes. Sir Henry only arrived in Abrantes yesterday but he tells us he’s a great expert on war. The man’s not yet seen a Frenchman but he’s lectured the General on how to beat them!’ Hogan laughed and shook his head. ‘Maybe he’ll learn. One battle could take the starch out of him.’


      Sharpe looked at the companies marching steadily through the square like automatons. The brass badges on their shakoes reflected the sun but the faces beneath the brilliance were expressionless. Sharpe loved the army, it was his home, the refuge that an orphan had needed sixteen years before, but he liked it most of all because it gave him, in a clumsy way, the opportunity to prove again and again that he was valued. He could chafe against the rich and the privileged but he acknowledged that the army had taken him from the gutter and put an officer’s sash round his waist and Sharpe could think of no other job that would offer a low-born bastard on the run from the law the chance of rank and responsibility. But Sharpe had also been lucky. In sixteen years he had rarely stopped fighting, and it had been his fortune that the battles in Flanders, India and Portugal had called for men like himself who reacted to danger the way a gambler reacted to a deck of cards. Sharpe suspected he would hate the peacetime army, with its church parades and pointless drills, its petty jealousies and endless polish, and in the South Essex he saw the peacetime army he did not want. ‘I suppose he’s a flogger?’


      Hogan grimaced. ‘Floggings, punishment parades, extra drills. You name it and Sir Henry uses it. He will have, he says, only the best. And they are. What do you think of them?’


      Sharpe laughed grimly. ‘God keep me from the South Essex. That’s not too much to ask, is it?’


      Hogan smiled. ‘I’m afraid it is.’


      Sharpe looked at him, a sinking feeling in his stomach. Hogan shrugged. ‘I told you there was more. If a Spanish Regiment marches to Valdelacasa then Sir Arthur feels, for the sake of diplomacy, that a British one should go as well. Show the flag; that kind of thing.’ He glanced at the polished ranks and back to Sharpe. ‘Sir Henry Simmerson and his fine men are going with us.’


      Sharpe groaned. ‘You mean we have to take orders from him?’


      Hogan pursed his lips. ‘Not exactly. Strictly speaking you will take your orders from me.’ He had spoken primly, like a lawyer, and Sharpe glanced at him curiously. There could be only one reason why Wellesley had subordinated Sharpe and his Riflemen to Hogan, instead of to Simmerson, and that was because the General did not trust Sir Henry. Sharpe still wondered why he was needed; after all Hogan could expect the protection of two whole Battalions, at least fifteen hundred men. ‘Does the General expect there to be a fight?’


      Hogan shrugged. ‘He doesn’t know. The Spanish say that the French have a whole Regiment of cavalry on the south bank, with horse artillery, who’ve been chasing Guerilleros up and down the river since spring. Who knows? He thinks they may try to stop us blowing the bridge.’


      ‘I still don’t understand why you need us.’


      Hogan smiled. ‘Perhaps I don’t. But there won’t be any action for a month; the French will let us go deep into Spain before they fight, so Valdelacasa will at least be the chance of a scramble. And I want someone with me I can trust. Perhaps I just want you along as a favour?’


      Sharpe smiled. Some favour, wet-nursing a Militia Colonel who thought he knew it all, but he hid his feelings. ‘For you, sir, it will be a pleasure.’


      Hogan smiled back. ‘Who knows? It might be. She’s going along.’ Sharpe followed Hogan’s gaze out of the window and saw the black-dressed girl raise a hand to an officer of the South Essex. Sharpe had an impression of a blond man, immaculately uniformed, mounted on a horse that had probably cost more than the rider’s commission. The girl spurred her mare forward and, followed by the servant and his mule, joined the rear of the Battalion that was marching down the road that led to Castelo Branco. The square became empty again, the dust settling in the fierce heat, and Sharpe leaned back and began to laugh.


      ‘What’s so funny?’ Hogan asked.


      Sharpe pointed with his cup of brandy at Harper’s tattered jacket and gaping trousers. ‘Sir Henry’s not exactly going to be fond of his new allies.’


      The Sergeant’s face stayed gloomy. ‘God save Ireland.’


      Hogan raised his cup. ‘Amen to that.’

    

  


  
    
      CHAPTER 2


    


    
      The drumbeats were distant and muffled, sometimes blending with the other sounds of the city, but insistent and sinister, and Sharpe was glad when the sound stopped. He was also glad they had reached Castelo Branco, twenty-four hours after the South Essex, after a tiresome journey that had consisted of forcing Hogan’s mules along a road cut with deep, jagged ruts showing where the field artillery had gone before them. Now the mules, laden with powder kegs, oilskin packets of matchfuse, picks, crowbars, spades, all the equipment Hogan needed for Valdelacasa, followed patiently behind the Riflemen and Hogan’s artificers as they pushed their way through the crowded streets towards the main square. As they spilled into the bright sunlight Sharpe’s suspicions about the drumbeats were confirmed.


      Someone had been flogged. It was over now. The victim had gone and Sharpe, watching the hollow square formation of the South Essex, remembered his own flogging, years before, and the struggle to keep the agony shut up, not to show to the officers that the lash had hurt. Sharpe would carry the scars of his flogging to his grave but he doubted whether Simmerson knew how savage was the punishment he had just meted to his men.


      Hogan reined in his horse in the shade of the Bishop’s palace. ‘This doesn’t seem to be the best moment to talk to the good Colonel.’ Soldiers were taking down four wooden triangles that were propped against the far wall of the square. Four men flogged. Dear God, thought Sharpe, four men. Hogan turned his horse so that his back was to the Battalion. ‘I must lock up the powder, Richard. Otherwise every bloody grain will be stolen. I’ll meet you back here.’


      Sharpe nodded. ‘I need water anyway. Ten minutes?’


      Sharpe’s men collapsed at the foot of the wall, their packs and rifles discarded, their mood soured by the reminder before them of a discipline the Rifle Regiments had virtually discarded. Sir Henry rode his horse delicately to the centre of the square and his voice carried clearly to Sharpe and his men.


      ‘I have flogged four men because four men deserted.’ Sharpe looked up, startled. Deserters already? He looked at the Battalion, their faces expressionless, and wondered how many others were tempted to escape from Simmerson’s ranks. The Colonel was half standing in his saddle. ‘Some of you know how those men planned their crime. Some of you helped them. But you preferred silence so I have flogged four men to remind you of your duty.’ His voice was curiously high pitched; it would have been funny if the man’s presence was not so big. He had been speaking in a controlled manner, almost conversationally, but suddenly Sir Henry turned left and right and waved an arm as if to point at every man in his command. ‘You will be the best!’ The loudness was so sudden that pigeons burst startled from the ledges of the convent. Sharpe waited for more, but there was none, and the Colonel turned his horse and rode away, leaving the battle cry lingering as a menacing echo.


      Sharpe caught Harper’s eye and the Sergeant shrugged. There was nothing to be said, the faces of the South Essex proclaimed Simmerson’s failure; they simply did not know how to be the best. Sharpe watched as the companies marched from the plaza and saw only sullenness and resentment in their expressions. Sharpe believed in discipline. Desertion to the enemy deserved death, some offences deserved a flogging, and if a man was hung for blatant looting then it was his fault because the rules were simple. And for Sharpe, that was the key; keep the rules simple. He asked three things of his men. That they fought, as he did, with a ruthless professionalism. That they stole only from the enemy and the dead unless they were starving. And that they never got drunk without his permission. It was a simple code, understandable by men who had mostly joined the army because they had failed elsewhere, and it worked. It was backed by punishment, and Sharpe knew, for all that his men liked him and followed him willingly, that they feared his anger when they broke his trust. Sharpe was a soldier.


      He crossed the square towards an alleyway, looking for a water fountain, and noticed a Lieutenant of the South Essex’s Light Company riding his horse towards the same shadowed gap between the buildings.


      It was the man who had waved to the black-dressed girl, and Sharpe felt a stab of irritation as he entered the alley first. It was an irrational jealousy. The Lieutenant’s uniform was elegantly tailored, the Light Infantry curved sabre was expensive, and the black horse he rode was probably worth a Lieutenant’s commission by itself. Sharpe resented the man’s wealth, his privilege, the easy superiority of a man born to the landed gentry, and it annoyed Sharpe because he knew that resentment was based on envy. He squeezed into the side of the alley to let the horseman pass, looked up and nodded affably, and had an impression of a thin, handsome face fringed with blond hair. He hoped the Lieutenant would ignore him; Sharpe was bad at small talk and he had no wish to make stilted conversation in a foetid alley when he would doubtless be introduced to the Battalion’s officers later in the day.


      Sharpe was disappointed. The Lieutenant stopped and stared down at the Rifleman. ‘Don’t they teach you to salute in the Rifles?’ The Lieutenant’s voice was as smooth and rich as his uniform. Sharpe said nothing. His epaulette was missing, torn off in the winter’s fighting, and he realised that the blond Lieutenant had mistaken him for a private. It was hardly surprising. The alleyway was deeply shadowed, Sharpe’s profile, with slung rifle, all helped to explain the Lieutenant’s mistake. Sharpe glanced up to the thin, blue-eyed face and was about to explain when the Lieutenant flicked his whip so that it slapped Sharpe’s face.


      ‘Damn you, man, answer me!’


      Sharpe felt the anger rise in him, but stayed still and waited for his moment. The Lieutenant drew the whip back.


      ‘What Battalion? What Company?’


      ‘Second Battalion, Fourth Company.’ Sharpe spoke with deliberate insolence and remembered the days when he had no protection against officers like this. The Lieutenant smiled again, no more pleasantly.


      ‘You will call me “sir”, you know. I shall make you. Who’s your officer?”


      ‘Lieutenant Sharpe.’


      ‘Ah!’ The Lieutenant kept his whip raised. ‘Lieutenant Sharpe whom we’ve all been told about. Came up from the ranks, didn’t he?’


      Sharpe nodded and the Lieutenant drew the whip back further.


      ‘Is that why you don’t say “sir”? Has Mr Sharpe strange ideas on discipline? Well, I will have to see Lieutenant Sharpe, won’t I, and arrange to have you punished for insolence.’ He brought the whip slashing down towards Sharpe’s head. There was no room for Sharpe to step back, but there was no need; instead he put both hands under the man’s stirrup and heaved upwards with all his strength. The whip stopped somewhere in mid stroke, the man started to cry out, and the next instant he was flat on his back on the far side of his horse where another horse had dunged earlier.


      ‘You’re going to have to wash your uniform, Lieutenant.’ Sharpe smiled.


      The man’s horse had whinnied and gone forward a few paces, and the furious Lieutenant struggled to his feet and put his hand to the hilt of his sabre.


      ‘Hello there!’ Hogan was peering into the alley. ‘I thought I’d lost you!’ The Engineer rode his horse up to the two men and stared cheerfully down on the Rifleman. ‘Mules all stabled, powders locked up.’ He turned to the strange Lieutenant and raised his hat. ‘Afternoon. Don’t think we’ve met. My name’s Hogan.’


      The Lieutenant let go of his sword. ‘Gibbons, sir. Lieutenant Christian Gibbons.’


      Hogan grinned. ‘I see you’ve already met Sharpe. Lieutenant Richard Sharpe of the 95th Rifles.’


      Gibbons looked at Sharpe and his eyes widened as he noticed, for the first time, that the sword hanging by Sharpe’s side was not the usual sword-bayonet carried by Riflemen but was a full-length blade. He raised his eyes to look nervously at Sharpe’s. Hogan went cheerfully on. “You’ve heard of Sharpe, of course; everyone has. He’s the laddie who killed the Sultan Tippoo. Then, let me see, there was that ghastly affair at Assaye. No-one knows how many Sharpe killed there. Do you know, Sharpe?’ Hogan ignored any possible answer and ground on remorselessly. ‘Terrible fellow, our Lieutenant Sharpe, equally fatal with a sword or gun.’


      Gibbons could hardly mistake Hogan’s message. The Captain had seen the scuffle and was warning Gibbons about the likely consequence of a formal duel. The Lieutenant took the proffered escape. He bent down and picked up his Light Company shako, then nodded to Sharpe.


      ‘My mistake, Sharpe.’


      ‘My pleasure, Lieutenant.’


      Hogan watched Gibbons retrieve his horse and disappear from the alleyway. ‘You’re not very gracious at receiving an apology.’


      ‘It wasn’t very graciously given.’ Sharpe rubbed his cheek. ‘Anyway, the bastard hit me.’


      Hogan laughed incredulously. ‘He what?’


      ‘Hit me, with his whip. Why do you think I dumped him in the manure?’


      Hogan shook his head. ‘There’s nothing so satisfying as a friendly and professional relationship with your fellow officers, my dear Sharpe. I can see this job will be a pleasure. What did he want?’


      ‘Wanted me to salute him. Thought I was a private.’


      Hogan laughed again. ‘God knows what Simmerson will think of you. Let’s go and find out.’


      They were ushered into Simmerson’s room to find the Colonel of the South Essex sitting on his bed wearing nothing but a pair of trousers. A doctor knelt beside him who looked up nervously as the two officers came into the room; the movement prompted an impatient flap of Simmerson’s hand. ‘Come on, man, I haven’t all day!’


      In his hand the doctor was holding what appeared to be a metal box with a trigger mounted on the top. He hovered it over Sir Henry’s arm and Sharpe saw he was trying to find a patch of skin that was not already scarred with strangely regular marks.


      ‘Scarification!’ Sir Henry barked to Hogan. ‘Do you bleed, Captain?’


      ‘No, sir.’


      ‘You should. Keeps a man healthy. All soldiers should bleed.’ He turned back to the doctor who was still hesitating over the scarred forearm. ‘Come on, you idiot!’


      In his nervousness the doctor pressed the trigger by mistake and there was a sharp click. From the bottom of the box Sharpe saw a group of wicked little blades leap out like steel tongues. The doctor flinched back. ‘I’m sorry, Sir Henry. A moment.’


      The doctor forced the blades back into the box and Sharpe suddenly realised that it was a bleeding machine. Instead of the old-fashioned lancet in the vein Sir Henry preferred the modern scarifier that was supposed to be faster and more effective. The doctor placed the box on the Colonel’s arm, glanced nervously at his patient, then pressed the trigger.


      ‘Ah! That’s better!’ Sir Henry closed his eyes and smiled momentarily. A trickle of blood ran down his arm and escaped the towel that the doctor was dabbing at the flow.


      ‘Again, Parton, again!’


      The doctor shook his head. ‘But, Sir Henry…’


      Simmerson cuffed the doctor with his free hand. ‘Don’t argue with me! Damn it, man, bleed me!’ He looked at Hogan. ‘Always too much spleen after a flogging, Captain.’


      ‘That’s very understandable, sir,’ Hogan said in his Irish brogue, and Simmerson looked at him suspiciously. The box clicked again, the blades gouged into the plump arm, and more blood trickled onto the sheets. Hogan caught Sharpe’s eye and there was the glimmer of a smile that could too easily turn into laughter. Sharpe looked back to Sir Henry Simmerson, who was pulling on his shirt.


      ‘You must be Captain Hogan?’


      ‘Yes, sir.’ Hogan nodded amiably.


      Simmerson turned to Sharpe. ‘And who the devil are you?’


      ‘Lieutenant Sharpe, sir. 95th Rifles.’


      ‘No, you’re not. You’re a damned disgrace, that’s what you are!’


      Sharpe said nothing. He stared over the Colonel’s shoulder, through the window, at the far blue hills where the French were gathering their strength.


      ‘Forrest!’ Simmerson had stood up. ‘Forrest!’


      The door opened and the Major, who must have been waiting for the summons, came in. He smiled timorously at Sharpe and Hogan and then turned to Simmerson. ‘Colonel?’


      ‘This officer will need a new uniform. Provide it, please, and arrange to have the money deducted from his pay.’


      ‘No.’ Sharpe spoke flatly. Simmerson and Forrest turned to stare at him. For a moment Sir Henry said nothing; he was not used to being contradicted, and Sharpe kept going. ‘I am an officer of the 95th Rifles and I will wear their uniform so long as I have that honour.’


      Simmerson began to go red and his fingers fluttered at his side. ‘Damn you, Sharpe! You’re a disgrace! You’re not a soldier, you’re a crossing sweeper! You’re under my orders now and I’m ordering you to be back here in fifteen minutes…’


      ‘No, sir.’ This time Hogan had spoken. His words checked Simmerson in full flow but the Captain gave the Colonel no time to recover. He unleashed all his Irish charm, starting with a smile of such sweet reasonableness that it would have charmed a fish out of the water. ‘You see, Sir Henry, Sharpe is under my orders. The General is quite specific. As I understand it, Sir Henry, we accompany each other to Valdelacasa but Sharpe is with me.’


      ‘But…’ Hogan raised a hand to Simmerson’s protest.


      ‘You are right, sir, so right. But of course you would understand that conditions in the field may not be all that we would want, and it may be as well, sir, I need hardly tell you, that I should have the dispositions of the Riflemen.’


      Simmerson stared at Hogan. The Colonel had not understood a word of Hogan’s nonsense but it had all been stated in such a matter-of-fact way, and in such a soldier-to-soldier way, that Simmerson was desperately trying to find an answer that did not make him sound foolish. He looked at Hogan for a moment. ‘But that would be my decision!’


      ‘How right you are, sir, how true!’ Hogan spoke emphatically and warmly. ‘Normally, that is. But I think the General had it in his mind, sir, that you would be so burdened with the problems of our Spanish allies and then, sir, there are the exigencies of engineering that Lieutenant Sharpe understands.’ He leaned forward conspiratorially. ‘I need men to fetch and carry, sir. You understand.’


      Simmerson smiled, then gave a bray of a laugh. Hogan had taken him off the hook. He pointed at Sharpe. ‘He dresses like a common labourer, eh Forrest? A labourer!” He was delighted with his joke and repeated it to himself as he pulled on his vast scarlet and yellow jacket. ‘A labourer! Eh, Forrest?’ The Major smiled dutifully. He resembled a long-suffering vicar continually assailed by the sins of an unrepentant flock, and when Simmerson’s back was turned he gave Sharpe an apologetic look. Simmerson buckled his belt and turned back to Sharpe. ‘Done much soldiering then, Sharpe? Apart from fetching and carrying?’


      ‘A little, sir.’


      Simmerson chuckled. ‘How old are you?’


      ‘Thirty-two, sir.’ Sharpe stared rigidly ahead.


      ‘Thirty-two, eh? And still only a Lieutenant? What’s the matter, Sharpe? Incompetence?’


      Sharpe saw Forrest signalling to the Colonel but he ignored the movements. ‘I joined in the ranks, sir.’


      Forrest dropped his hand. The Colonel dropped his mouth. There were not many men who made the jump from Sergeant to Ensign, and those who did could rarely be accused of incompetence. There were only three qualifications that a common soldier needed to be given a commission. First he must be able to read and write, and Sharpe had learned his letters in the Sultan Tippoo’s prison to the accompaniment of the screams of other British prisoners being tortured. Secondly the man had to perform some act of suicidal bravery and Sharpe knew that Simmerson was wondering what he had done. The third qualification was extraordinary luck, and Sharpe sometimes wondered whether that was not a two-edged sword. Simmerson snorted.


      ‘You’re not a gentleman then, Sharpe?’


      ‘No, sir.’


      ‘Well you could try to dress like one, eh? Just because you grew up in a pigsty that doesn’t mean you have to dress like a pig?’


      ‘No, sir.’ There was nothing else to say.


      Simmerson slung his sword over his vast belly. ‘Who commissioned you, Sharpe?’


      ‘Sir Arthur Wellesley, sir.’


      Sir Henry gave a bray of triumph. ‘I knew it! No standards, no standards at all! I’ve seen this army, its appearance is a disgrace! You can’t say that of my men, eh? You cannot fight without discipline!’ He looked at Sharpe. ‘What makes a good soldier, Sharpe?’


      ‘The ability to fire three rounds a minute in wet weather, sir.’ Sharpe invested his answer with a tinge of insolence. He knew the reply would annoy Simmerson. The South Essex was a new Battalion and he doubted whether musketry was up to the standard of other, older Battalions. Of all the European armies only the British practised with live ammunition but it took weeks, sometimes months, for a soldier to learn the complicated drill of loading and firing a musket fast, ignoring the panic, just concentrating on out-shooting the enemy.


      Sir Henry had not expected the answer and he stared thoughtfully at the scarred Rifleman. To be honest, and Sir Henry did not enjoy being honest with himself, he was afraid of the army he had encountered in Portugal. Until now Sir Henry had thought soldiering was a glorious affair of obedient men in drill-straight lines, their scarlet coats shining in the sun, and instead he had been met by casual, unkempt officers who mocked his Militia training. Sir Henry had dreamed of leading his Battalion into battle, mounted on his charger, sword aloft, gaining undying glory. But staring at Sharpe, typical of so many officers he had met in his brief time in Portugal, he found himself wondering whether there were any French officers who looked like Sharpe. He had imagined Napoleon’s army, despite their conquest of Europe, as a herd of ignorant soldiers shepherded by foppish officers and he shuddered inside at the thought that they might turn out to be lean, hardened men like Sharpe who might chop him out of his saddle before he had the chance to be painted in oils as a conquering hero. Sir Henry was already afraid and he had yet to see a single enemy, but first he had to get a subtle revenge on this Rifleman who had baffled him.


      ‘Three rounds a minute?’


      ‘Yes, sir.’


      ‘And how do you teach men to fire three rounds a minute?’


      Sharpe shrugged. ‘Patience, sir. Practice. One battle does a world of good.’


      Simmerson scoffed at him. ‘Patience! Practice! They aren’t children, Sharpe. They’re drunkards and thieves! Gutter scourings!’ His voice was rising again. ‘Flog it into them, Sharpe, flog! It’s the only way! Give them a lesson they won’t forget. Isn’t that right?’


      There was silence. Simmerson turned to Forrest ‘Isn’t that right, Major?’


      ‘Yes, sir.’ Forrest’s answer lacked conviction. Simmerson turned to Sharpe. ‘Sharpe?’


      ‘It’s the last resort, sir.’


      ‘The last resort, sir.’ Simmerson mimicked Sharpe, but secretly he was pleased. It was the answer he had wanted. ‘You’re soft, Sharpe! Could you teach men to fire three rounds a minute?’


      Sharpe could feel the challenge in the air but there was no going back. ‘Yes, sir.’


      ‘Right!’ Simmerson rubbed his hands together. ‘This afternoon. Forrest?’


      ‘Sir?’


      ‘Give Mr Sharpe a company. The Light will do. Mr Sharpe will improve their shooting!’ Simmerson turned and bowed to Hogan with a heavy irony. ‘That is if Captain Hogan agrees to lend us Lieutenant Sharpe’s services.’


      Hogan shrugged and looked at Sharpe. ‘Of course, sir.’


      Simmerson smiled. ‘Excellent! So, Mr Sharpe, you’ll teach my Light Company to fire three shots a minute?’


      Sharpe looked out of the window. It was a hot, dry day and there was no reason why a good man should not fire five shots a minute in this weather. It depended, of course, how bad the Light Company were at the moment. If they could only manage two shots a minute now, then it was next to impossible to make them experts in one afternoon, but trying would do no harm. He looked back to Simmerson. ‘I’ll try, sir.’


      ‘Oh you will, Mr Sharpe, you will. And you can tell them from me that if they fail then I’ll flog one out of every ten of them. Do you understand, Mr Sharpe? One out of every ten.’


      Sharpe understood well enough. He had been tricked by Simmerson into what was probably an impossible job, and the outcome would be that the Colonel would have his orgy of flogging and he, Sharpe, would be blamed. And if he succeeded? Then Simmerson could claim it was the threat of the flogging that had done the trick. He saw triumph in Simmerson’s small red eyes and he smiled at the Colonel. ‘I won’t tell them about the flogging, Colonel. You wouldn’t want them distracted, would you?’


      Simmerson smiled back. ‘You use your own methods, Mr Sharpe. But I’ll leave the triangle where it is; I think I’m going to need it.’


      Sharpe clapped his misshapen shako onto his head and gave the Colonel a salute of bone-cracking precision. ‘Don’t bother, sir. You won’t need a triangle. Good day, sir.’


      Now make it happen, he thought.

    

  


  
    
      CHAPTER 3


    


    
      ‘I don’t bloody believe it, sir. Tell me it’s not true.’ Sergeant Patrick Harper shook his head as he stood with Sharpe and watched the South Essex Light Company fire two volleys to the orders of a Lieutenant. ‘Send this Battalion to Ireland, sir. We’d be a free country in two weeks! They couldn’t fight off a church choir!’


      Sharpe gloomily agreed. It was not that the men did not know how to load and fire their muskets; it was simply that they did it with a painful slowness and a dedication to the drill book that was rigorously imposed by the Sergeants. There were officially twenty drill movements for the loading and firing of a musket; five of them alone applied to how the steel ramrod should be used to thrust ball and charge down the barrel, and the Battalion’s insistence on doing it by the book meant that Sharpe had timed their two demonstration shots at more than thirty seconds each. He had three hours, at the most, to speed them up to twenty seconds a shot and he could understand Harper’s reaction to the task. The Sergeant was openly scornful.


      ‘God help us if we ever have to skirmish alongside this lot! The French will eat them for breakfast!’ He was right. The company was not even trained well enough to stand in the battle-line, let alone skirmish with the Light troops out in front of the enemy. Sharpe hushed Harper as a mounted Captain trotted across to them. It was Lennox, Captain of the Light Company, and he grinned down on Sharpe.


      ‘Terrifying, isn’t it?’


      Sharpe was not sure how to reply. To agree might seem to be criticising the grizzled Scot, who seemed friendly enough. Sharpe gave a non-committal answer and Lennox swung himself out of the saddle to stand beside him.


      ‘Don’t worry, Sharpe. I know how bad they are, but his Eminence insists on doing it this way. If he left it to me I’d have the bastards doing it properly, but if we break one little regulation then it’s three hours’ drill with full packs.’ He looked quizzically at Sharpe. ‘You were at Assaye?’ Sharpe nodded and Lennox grinned again. ‘Aye, I remember you. You made a name for yourself that day. I was with the 78th.’


      ‘They made a name for themselves too.’


      Lennox was pleased with the compliment. Sharpe remembered the Indian field and sight of the Highland Regiment marching in perfect order to assault the Mahratta lines. Great gaps were blown in the kilted ranks as they calmly marched into the artillery storm but the Scotsmen had done their job, slaughtered the gunners, and daringly reloaded in the face of a huge mass of enemy infantry that did not have the courage to counter-attack the seemingly invincible Regiment. Lennox shook his head.


      ‘I know what you’re thinking, Sharpe. What the devil am I doing here with this lot?’ He did not wait for an answer. ‘I’m an old man, I was retired, but the wife died, the half pay wasn’t stretching, and they needed officers for Sir Henry bloody Simmerson. So here I am. Do you know Leroy?’


      ‘Leroy?’


      ‘Thomas Leroy. He’s a Captain here, too. He’s good. Forrest is a decent fellow. But the rest! Just because they put on a fancy uniform they think they’re warriors. Look at that one!’


      He pointed to Christian Gibbons who was riding his black horse onto the field. ‘Lieutenant Gibbons?’ Sharpe asked.


      ‘You’ve met then?’ Lennox laughed. ‘I’ll say nothing about Mr Gibbons, then, except that he’s Simmerson’s nephew, he’s interested in nothing but women, and he’s an arrogant little bastard. Bloody English! Begging your pardon, Sharpe.’


      Sharpe laughed. ‘We’re not all that bad.’ He watched as Gibbons walked his horse delicately to within a dozen paces and stopped. The Lieutenant stared superciliously at the two officers. So this, Sharpe thought, is Simmerson’s nephew? ‘Are we needed here, sir?’


      Lennox shook his head. ‘No, Mr Gibbons, we are not. I’ll leave Knowles and Denny with Lieutenant Sharpe while he works his miracles.’ Gibbons touched his hat and spurred his horse away. Lennox watched him go. ‘Can’t do any wrong, that one. Apple of the Colonel’s bloodshot eye.’ He turned and waved at the company. ‘I’ll leave you Lieutenant Knowles and Ensign Denny, they’re both good lads but they’ve learned wrong from Simmerson. You’ve got a sprinkling of old soldiers, that’ll help, and good luck to you, Sharpe, you’ll need it!’ He grunted as he heaved himself into the saddle. ‘Welcome to the madhouse, Sharpe!’


      Sharpe was left with the company, its junior officers, and the ranks of dumb faces that stared at him as though fearful of some new torment devised by their Colonel. He walked to the front of the company, watching the red faces that bulged over the constricting stocks and glistened with sweat in the relentless heat, and faced them. His own jacket was unbuttoned, shirt open, and he wore no hat. To the men of the South Essex he was like a visitor from another continent. ‘You’re in a war now. When you meet the French a lot of you are going to die. Most of you.’ They were appalled by his words. ‘I’ll tell you why.’


      He pointed over the eastern horizon. ‘The French are over there, waiting for you.’ Some of the men looked that way, as though they expected to see Bonaparte himself coming through the olive trees on the outskirts of Castelo Branco. ‘They’ve got muskets and they can all fire three or four shots a minute. Aimed at you. And they’re going to kill you because you’re so damned slow. If you don’t kill them first then they will kill you, it is as simple as that. You.’ He pointed to a man in the front rank. ‘Bring me your musket!’


      At least he had their attention and some of them would understand the simple fact that the side which pumped out the most bullets stood the best chance of winning. He took the man’s musket, a handful of ammunition, and discarded his rifle. He held the musket over his head and went right back to the beginnings.


      ‘Look at it! One India Pattern musket. Fifty-five and a quarter inches long with a thirty-nine-inch barrel. It fires a ball three-quarters of an inch wide, nearly as wide as your thumb, and it kills Frenchmen!’ There was a nervous laugh but they were listening. ‘But you won’t kill any Frenchmen with it. You’re too slow! In the time it takes you to fire two shots, the enemy will probably manage three. And, believe me, the French are slow. So, this afternoon, you will learn to fire three shots in a minute. In time you’ll fire four shots every minute and if you’re really good you should manage five!’


      The company watched as he loaded the musket. It had been years since he had fired a smooth-bore musket, but compared to the Baker Rifle it was ridiculously easy. There were no grooves in the barrel to grip the bullet and no need to force the ramrod with brute force or even hammer it down. A musket was fast to load, which was why most of the army used it instead of the slower, but much more accurate, rifle. He checked the flint, it was new and well seated in its jaws, so he primed and cocked the gun. ‘Lieutenant Knowles?’


      A young Lieutenant snapped to attention. ‘Sir!’


      ‘Do you have a watch?’


      ‘Yes, sir.’


      ‘Can it time one minute?’


      Knowles dragged out a huge gold hunter and snapped open the lid. ‘Yes, sir.’


      ‘When I fire you will keep an eye on that watch and tell me when one minute has passed. Understand?’


      ‘Yes, sir.’


      He turned away from the company and pointed the musket down the field towards a stone wall. Oh God, he prayed, let it not misfire, and pulled the trigger. The swan neck with its gripped flint snapped forward, the powder in the pan flashed, and a fraction later the main charge exploded and he felt the heavy kick as the lead ball was punched out of the barrel in a gout of thick, white smoke.


      Now it was all instinct: the never-forgotten motions. Right hand away from the trigger, let the gun fall in the left hand and as the butt hits the ground the right hand already has the next cartridge. Bite off the bullet. Pour the powder down the barrel but remember to keep a pinch for the priming. Spit in the ball. Ramrod out, up, and down the barrel. A quick push and then it’s out again, the gun is up, the cock back, priming in the pan, and fire into the lingering smoke of the first shot.


      And again and again and again and memories of standing in the line with sweating, mad-eyed comrades and going through the motions as if in a nightmare. Ignoring the billows of smoke, the screams, edging left and right to fill up the gaps left by the dead, just loading and firing, loading and firing, letting the flames spit out into the fog of powder smoke, the lead balls to smash into the unseen enemy and hope they are falling back. Then the command to cease fire and you stop. Your face is black and stinging from the explosions of the powder in the pan just inches from your right cheek, your eyes smarting from the smoke and the powder grains, and the cloud drifts away leaving the dead and wounded in front and you lean on the musket and pray that the next time the gun would not hang-fire, snap a flint, or simply refuse to fire at all.


      He pulled the trigger for the fifth time, the ball hammered away down the field, and the musket was down and the powder in the barrel before Knowles called ‘Time’s up!’


      The men cheered, laughed and clapped because an officer had broken the rules and showed them he could do it. Harper was grinning broadly. He at least knew how difficult it was to make five shots in a minute, and Sharpe knew that the Sergeant had noticed how he had cunningly loaded the first shot before the timed minute began. Sharpe stopped the noise. ‘That is how you will use a musket. Fast! Now you’re going to do it.’


      There was silence. Sharpe felt the devilment in him; had not Simmerson told him to use his own method? ‘Take off your stocks!’ For a moment no-one moved. The men stared at him. ‘Come on! Hurry! Take your stocks off!’


      Knowles, Denny, and the Sergeants watched, puzzled, as the men gripped their muskets between their knees and used both hands to wrench apart the stiff leather collars.


      ‘Sergeants! Collect the stocks. Bring them here.’


      The Battalion had been brutalised too much. There was no way he could teach them to be fast-shooting soldiers unless he offered them an opportunity to take their revenge on the system that had condemned them to a flogger’s Battalion. The Sergeants came to him, their faces dubious, their arms piled high with the hated stocks.


      ‘Put them down here.’ Sharpe made them heap the seventy-odd stocks about forty paces in front of the company. He pointed to the glistening heap. ‘That is your target! Each of you will be given just three rounds. Just three. And you will have one minute in which to fire them! Those who succeed, twice in a row, will drop out and have a lazy afternoon. The rest will go on trying and go on trying until they do succeed.’


      He let the two officers organise the drill. The men were grinning broadly, and there was a buzz of conversation in the ranks that he did not try to check. The Sergeants looked at him as though he were committing treason but none dared cross the tall, dark Rifleman with the long sword. When all was ready Sharpe gave the word and the bullets began smashing their way into the pile of leather. The men forgot their old drill and concentrated on shooting their hatred into the leather collars that had given them sore necks and which represented Simmerson and all his tyranny. At the end of the first two sessions only twenty men had succeeded, nearly all of them old soldiers who had re-enlisted in the new Battalion, but an hour and three-quarters later, as the sun reddened behind him, the last man fired his last shot into the fragments of stiff leather that littered the grass.


      Sharpe lined the whole company in two ranks and watched, satisfied, as they shot three volleys to Harper’s commands. He looked through the white smoke that lingered in the still air towards the eastern horizon. Over there, in the Estremadura, the French were waiting, their Eagles gathering for the battle that had to come, while behind him, in the lane that led from the town, Sir Henry Simmerson was in sight coming to claim his victory and his victims for the triangle.


      ‘For what we are about to receive,’ Harper said softly.


      ‘Quiet! Make them load. We’ll give the man a demonstration.’ Sharpe watched Simmerson’s eyes as the slow dawning of his men’s unbuttoned collars and the significance of the leather shreds on the grass occurred in his brain. Sharpe watched the Colonel take a deep breath. ‘Now!’


      ‘Fire!’ Harper’s command unleashed a full volley that echoed like thunder in the valley. If Simmerson shouted then his words were lost in the noise, and the Colonel could only watch as his men worked their muskets like veterans to the orders of a Sergeant of the Rifles, even bigger than Sharpe, whose broad, confident face was of the kind that had always infuriated Sir Henry, provoking his most savage sentences from the uncushioned magistrates’ bench in Chelmsford.


      The last volley rattled onto the stone wall, and Forrest tucked his watch back into a pocket. ‘Two seconds under a minute, Sir Henry, and four shots.’


      ‘I can count, Forrest.’ Four shots? Simmerson was impressed because secretly he had despaired of teaching his men to fire fast instead of fumbling nervously. But a whole company’s stocks? At two and threepence apiece? And on a day when his nephew had come in smelling like a stable hand? ‘God damn your eyes, Sharpe!’


      ‘Yes, sir.’


      The acrid powder smoke made Sir Henry’s horse twitch its head, and the Colonel reached forward to quiet it. Sharpe watched the gesture and knew that he had made a fool of the Colonel in front of his own men, and he knew, too, that it had been a mistake. Sharpe had won a small victory but in doing so he had made an enemy who had both power and influence. The Colonel edged his horse closer to Sharpe and his voice was surprisingly quiet. ‘This is my Battalion, Mr Sharpe. My Battalion. Remember that!’ He looked for a moment as if his anger would erupt, but he controlled it and shouted at Forrest to follow him instead. Sharpe turned away. Harper was grinning at him, the men looked pleased, and only Sharpe felt a foreboding of menace like an unseen but encircling enemy. He shook it off. There were muskets to clean, rations to issue, and, beyond the border hills, enemies enough for anyone.

    

  


  
    
      CHAPTER 4


    


    
      Patrick Harper marched with a long easy stride, happy to feel the road beneath his feet, happy they had at last crossed the unmarked frontier and were going somewhere, anywhere. They had left in the small, dark hours so that the bulk of the march would be done before the sun was at its hottest, and he looked forward to an afternoon of inactivity and hoped that the bivouac Major Forrest had ridden ahead to find would be near a stream where he could drift a line down the water with one of his maggots impaled on the hook. The South Essex were somewhere behind them; Sharpe had started the day’s march at the Rifle Regiment’s fast pace, three steps walking, three running, and Harper was glad that they were free of the suspicious atmosphere of the Battalion. He grinned as he remembered the stocks. There was a sobering rumour that the Colonel had ordered Sharpe to pay for every one of the seventy-nine ruined collars, and that, to Harper’s mind, was a terrible price to pay. He had not asked Sharpe the truth of the rumour; if he had he would have been told to mind his own business, though, for Patrick Harper, Sharpe was his business. The Lieutenant might be moody, irritable, and liable to snap at the Sergeant as a means of venting frustration, but Harper, if pressed, would have described Sharpe as a friend. It was not a word that a Sergeant could use of an officer, but Harper could have thought of no other. Sharpe was the best soldier the Irishman had seen on a battlefield, with a countryman’s eye for ground and a hunter’s instinct for using it, but Sharpe looked for advice to only one man in a battle, Sergeant Harper. It was an easy relationship, of trust and respect, and Patrick Harper saw his business as keeping Richard Sharpe alive and amused.


      He enjoyed being a soldier, even in the army of the nation that had taken his family’s land and trampled on their religion. He had been reared on the tales of the great Irish heroes, he could recite by heart the story of Cuchulain single-handedly defeating the forces of Connaught, and who did the English have to put beside the great hero? But Ireland was Ireland and hunger drove men to strange places. If Harper had followed his heart he would be fighting against the English, not for them, but like so many of his countrymen he had found a refuge from poverty and persecution in the ranks of the enemy. He never forgot home. He carried in his head a picture of Donegal, a county of twisted rock and thin soil, of mountains, lakes, wide bogs and the small holdings where families scratched a thin living. And what families! Harper was the fourth of his mother’s eleven children who survived infancy and she always said that she never knew how she had come to bear such ‘a big wee one’. ‘To feed Patrick is like feeding three of the others’ she would say, and he would more often than not go hungry. Then came the day when he left to seek his own fortune. He had walked from the Blue Stack mountains to the walled streets of Derry and there got drunk, and found himself enlisted. Now, eight years later and twenty-four years old, he was a Sergeant. They would never believe that in Tangaveane!


      It was hard now to think of the English as enemies. Familiarity had bred too many friendships. The army was one place where strong men could do well, and Patrick Harper liked the responsibility he had earned and enjoyed the respect of other tough men, like Sharpe. He remembered the stories of his countrymen who had fought the redcoats in the hills and fields of Ireland, and sometimes he wondered what his future would be if he were to go back and live in Donegal again. That problem of loyalty was too difficult, and he kept it in the back of his mind, hidden away with the vestiges of his religion. Perhaps the war would go on for ever, or perhaps St Patrick would return and convert the English to the true faith? Who could tell? But for the moment he was content to be a soldier and took his pleasure where it could be found. Yesterday he had seen a peregrine falcon, high over the road, and Patrick Harper’s soul had soared to meet it. He knew every bird in Ulster, loved them, and as he walked he searched the land and sky for new birds because the Sergeant never tired of watching them. In the hills north of Oporto he had caught a quick glimpse of a strange magpie with a long blue tail, unlike anything he had seen before, and he wanted to see another. The expectation and the waiting were part of his content and his pleasure.


      A hare started up in a field next to the road. A voice shouted ‘Mine,’ and they all paused while the man knelt, took quick aim, and fired. He missed and Riflemen jeered as the hare twisted and disappeared in the rocks. Daniel Hagman did not miss often, he had learned to shoot from his poacher father, and all the Riflemen were secretly proud of the Cheshire-man’s ability with the rifle. As he reloaded he shook his head sorrowfully. ‘Sorry, sir. Getting too old.’


      Sharpe laughed. Hagman was forty but he could still out-shoot the rest of the company. The hare had been runing at two hundred yards, and it would have been a miracle if it had ended up in the evening’s cooking pots.


      ‘We’ll take a rest,’ Sharpe said. ‘Ten minutes.’ He set two men as sentries. The French were miles away, there were British cavalry ahead of them on the road, but soldiers stayed alive by taking precautions and this was strange country, so Sharpe kept a watch and the men marched with loaded weapons. He took off his pack and pouches, glad to be rid of the eighty pounds of weight, and sat beside Harper, who was leaning back and staring into the clear sky. ‘A hot day for a march, Sergeant.’


      ‘It will be, sir, so it will. But better than that damned cold last winter.’


      Sharpe grinned. ‘You managed to keep warm enough.’


      ‘We did what we could, sir, we did what we could. You remember the Holy Father in the Friary?’ Sharpe nodded but there was no way to stop Patrick Harper once he was launched into a good story. ‘He told us there was no drink in the place! No drink, and we were as cold as the sea in winter! It was a terrible thing to hear a man of God lie so.’


      ‘You taught him a lesson, Sarge!’ Pendleton, the baby of the company, just seventeen and a thief from the streets of Bristol, grinned over the road at the Irishman. Harper nodded. ‘We did, lad. You remember? No priest runs out of drink and we found it. My God, a barrel big enough to drown an army’s thirst and it did us that night. And we tipped the Holy Father head first into the wine to teach him that lying is a mortal sin.’ He laughed at the memory. ‘I could do with a drop right now.’ He looked innocently round the men resting on the verges. ‘Would anyone have a drop?’


      There was silence. Sharpe leaned back and hid his smile. He knew what Harper was doing and he could guess what would happen next. The Rifles were one of the few Regiments that could pick and choose its recruits, rejecting all but the best, but even so it suffered from the besetting sin of the whole army: drunkenness. Sharpe guessed there were at least half a dozen bottles of wine within a few paces, and Harper was going to find them. He heard the Sergeant get to his feet. ‘Right! Inspection.’


      ‘Sergeant!’ That was Gataker, too fly for his own good. ‘You inspected the water bottles this morning! You know we haven’t got any.’


      ‘I know you haven’t any in your water bottles but that’s not the same thing, is it?’ There was still no response. ‘Lay your ammunition out! Now!’


      There were groans. Both the Portuguese and the Spanish would gladly sell wine to a man in exchange for a handful of cartridges made with the British gunpowder, the finest in the world, and it was a fair bet that if any man had less than his eighty rounds then Harper would find a bottle hid deep in that man’s pack. Sharpe heard the sound of rummaging and scuffling. He opened his eyes to see seven bottles had magically appeared. Harper stood over them triumphantly. ‘We share these out tonight. Well done, lads, I knew you wouldn’t let me down.’ He turned to Sharpe. ‘Do you want a cartridge count, sir?’


      ‘No, we’ll get on.’ He knew the men could be trusted not to sell more than a handful of cartridges. He looked at the huge Irishman. ‘How many cartridges would you have, Sergeant.’


      Harper’s face was sublimely honest. ‘Eighty, sir.’


      ‘Show me your powder horn.’


      Harper smiled. ‘I thought you might like a drop of something tonight, sir?’


      ‘Let’s get on, then.’ Sharpe grinned at Harper’s discomfiture. In addition to the eighty rounds, twenty more than the rest of the army carried, Riflemen also carried a horn of fine powder that made for better shooting when there was time to use it. ‘All right, Sergeant. Ten minutes fast, then we’ll march easy.’


      At midday they found Major Forrest with his small, mounted advance party waving to them from a stand of trees that grew between the road and the stream Harper had been hoping for. The Major led the Riflemen to the spot he had chosen for them. ‘I thought, Sharpe, that it might be best if you were some way from the Colonel?’


      ‘Don’t worry, sir.’ Sharpe grinned at the nervous Major. ‘I think that’s an excellent idea.’


      Forrest was still worried. He looked at Sharpe’s men, who were already hacking at the branches. ‘Sir Henry insists on fires being built in straight lines, Sharpe.’


      Sharpe held up his hands. ‘Not a flame out of place, sir, I promise you.’


      An hour later the Battalion arrived, and the men threw themselves onto the ground and rested their heads on their packs. Some went to the stream and sat with blistered, swollen feet in the cool water. Sentries were posted, weapons stacked, the smell of tobacco drifted through the trees, and a desultory game of football started far away from the pile of baggage that marked the temporary officers’ mess. Last to arrive were the wives and children, mixed with the Portuguese muleteers and their animals, Hogan and his mules, and the herd of cattle, driven by hired labour, that would provide the evening meals until the last beast was killed.


      In the somnolent afternoon Sharpe felt restless. He had no family to write to and no desire to join Harper vainly tempting non-existent fish with his maggots. Hogan was sleeping, snoring gently in a patch of shade, so Sharpe got up from the grass, took his rifle, and strolled towards the picquet line and beyond. It was a beautiful day. No cloud disturbed the sky, the water in the stream flowed clear, a whisper of a breeze stirred the grass and flickered the pale leaves of the olive trees. He walked between the stream and a field of growing corn, jumped a crude, wicker dam that stopped an irrigation channel, and into a rock-strewn field of stunted olives. Nothing moved. Insects buzzed and clicked, a horse whinnied from the camp site, the sound of the water faded behind him. Someone had told him it was July. Perhaps it was his birthday. He did not know on which day he had been born, but before his mother died he remembered her calling him a July-baby, or was it June? He remembered little else of her. Dark hair and a voice in the darkness. She had died when he was an infant, and there was no other family.


      The landscape crouched beneath the heat, still and silent, the Battalion swallowed up in the countryside as though it did not exist. He looked back down the road the Battalion had marched and far away, too far to see properly, there was a dust cloud where the main army was still on the road. He sat beside a gnarled tree trunk, rifle across his knees, and stared into the heat haze. A lizard darted across the ground, paused, looked at him, then ran up a tree trunk and froze as if he would lose sight of it because of its stillness. A speck of movement in the sky made him look up, and high in the blue a hawk slid silently, its wings motionless, its head searching the ground for prey. Patrick would have known instantly what it was but to Sharpe the bird was just another hunter, and today, he thought, there is nothing for us hunters and, as if in agreement, the bird stirred its wings and in a moment had gone out of view. He felt comfortable and lazy, at peace with the world, glad to be a Rifleman in Spain. He looked at the stunted olives with their promise of a thin harvest and wondered what family would shake the branches in the autumn, whose lives were bounded by the stream, the shallow fields, and the high, climbing road he would probably never see again.


      Then there was a noise. Too hesitant and far off to sound an alarm in his head, but strange and persistent enough to make him alert and send his right hand to curl unconsciously round the narrow part of the rifle’s stock. There were horses on the road, only two from the sound of their hooves, but they were moving slowly and uncertainly, and the sound suggested that something was wrong. He doubted that the French would have cavalry patrols in this part of Spain but he still got to his feet and moved silently through the grove, instinctively choosing a path that kept his green uniform hidden and shadowed until he stood in the bright sunlight and surprised the traveller.


      It was the girl. She was still dressed like a man, in the black trousers and boots, with the same wide-brimmed hat that shadowed her beauty. She was walking, or rather limping like her horse, and at the sight of Sharpe she stopped and looked at him angrily, as if she was annoyed at being seen unexpectedly. The servant, a slight, dark man leading the heavily loaded mule, stopped ten paces behind and stared mutely at the tall, scarred Rifleman. The mare also looked at Sharpe, swished its tail at the flies, and stood patiently with one hind leg lifted off the ground. The shoe was hanging loose, held by a single nail, and the animal must have suffered agonies on the heat of the stony road. Sharpe nodded at the hind foot. ‘Why didn’t you take the shoe off?’


      Her voice was surprisingly soft. ‘Can you do it?’ She smiled at him, the anger going from her face, and for a second Sharpe said nothing. He guessed she was in her early twenties, but she carried her looks with the assurance of someone who knew that beauty could be a better inheritance than money or land. She seemed amused at his hesitation, as though she was accustomed to her effect on men, and she raised a mocking eyebrow. ‘Can you?’


      Sharpe nodded and moved to the horse’s rear. He pulled the hoof towards him, holding the pastern firmly, and the mare trembled but stayed still. The shoe would have fallen off within a few paces and he pulled it clear with the slightest tug and let the leg go. He held the shoe out to the girl. ‘You’re lucky.’


      Her eyes were huge and dark. ‘Why?’


      ‘It can probably be put back on, I don’t know.’ He felt clumsy and awkward in her presence, aware of her beauty, suddenly tongue-tied because he wanted her very much. She made no move to take the shoe, so he pushed it under the strap of a bulging saddle bag. ‘Someone will know how to shoe a horse up there.’ He nodded up the road. ‘There’s a Battalion camped up there.’


      ‘The South Essex?’ Her English was good, tinged with a Portuguese accent.


      ‘Yes.’


      She nodded. ‘Good. I was following them when the shoe came off.’ She looked at her servant and smiled. ‘Poor Agostino. He’s frightened of horses.’


      ‘And you, ma’am?’ Sharpe wanted to keep her talking. It was not unusual for women to follow the army; already Sir Arthur Wellesley’s troops had collected English, Irish, Spanish and Portuguese wives, mistresses, and whores, but it was unusual to see a beautiful girl, well horsed, attended by a servant, and Sharpe’s curiosity was aroused. More than his curiosity. He wanted this girl. It was a reaction to her beauty as much as a reaction to the knowledge that a girl with this kind of looks did not need a shabby Lieutenant without a private fortune. She could take her pick of the rich officers, but that did not stop Sharpe looking at her and desiring her. She seemed to read his thoughts.


      ‘You think I should be afraid?’


      Sharpe shrugged, glancing up the road where the Battalion’s smoke drifted into the evening. ‘Soldiers aren’t delicate, ma’am.’


      ‘Thank you for warning me.’ She was mocking him. She looked down at his faded red sash. ‘Lieutenant?’


      ‘Lieutenant Sharpe, ma’am.’


      ‘Lieutenant Sharpe.’ She smiled at him, spitting him with her beauty. ‘You must know Christian Gibbons?’


      He nodded, knowing the unfairness of life. Money could buy anything: a commission, promotion, a sword fashioned to a man’s height and strength, even a woman like this. ‘I know him.’


      ‘And you don’t like him!’ She laughed, knowing that her instinct was right. ‘But I do.’ She clicked her tongue at the horse and gathered up the reins. ‘I expect we will meet again. I am going with you to Madrid.’


      Sharpe did not want her to go. ‘You’re a long way from home.’


      She turned back, mocking him with a smile. ‘So are you, Lieutenant, so are you.’


      She led the limping mare, followed by the mute servant, towards the stand of trees and the cooking fires. Sharpe watched her go, let his eyes see her slim figure beneath the black clothes, and felt the envy and heaviness of his desire. He walked back into the olive grove, as if by leaving the road he could wipe her from his memory and regain the peace of the afternoon. Damn Gibbons and his money, damn all officers who could buy such thoroughbred beauty. He knew it was jealousy, yet he encouraged the sour thoughts, let them swill round his head to try to convince himself that he did not want her, but as he walked between the gnarled trees he felt the horse-shoe nail still held in his right palm. He looked at it, a short, bent nail, and tucked it carefully into his ammunition pouch. He told himself it would come in useful; he needed a nail to jam the mainspring of the rifle when he stripped the lock for cleaning, but better nails were plentiful and he knew he was keeping it because it had been hers. Angrily he fished among the fat cartridges and threw the nail far away.


      From the Battalion there came the sound of musket fire, and he knew that bullocks had been slaughtered for the evening meal. There would be wine with the stew, and Hogan’s brandy after it, and stories about old friends and half-forgotten campaigns. He had been looking forward to the meal, to the evening, but suddenly everything was changed. The girl was in the camp, her laughter would invade the peace, and he thought, as he walked back by the stream, that he did not even know her name.

    

  


  
    
      CHAPTER 5


    


    
      The Regimienta de la Santa Maria would have conquered the world if words and display had been enough. But punctuality was not among their more obvious military virtues.


      The South Essex had marched hard for four days to reach the rendezvous at Plasencia, but the town was empty of Spanish troops. Storks flapped lazily from their nests among the steep roofs that climbed to the ancient cathedral which dominated both the town and the circling plain, but of the Santa Maria there was no sign. The Battalion waited. Simmerson had bivouacked outside the walls, and the men watched jealously as other units arrived and marched into the tantalising streets with their wine shops and women. Three men disobeyed the standing order to stay away from the town and were caught, helplessly drunk, by the Provost-Marshal and received a flogging as the Battalion paraded beside the River Jerte.


      Finally, two days late, the Spanish Regiment arrived and the South Essex mustered at five in the morning to begin their march south to Valdelacasa. There was a chill in the air which the rising sun would disperse, but as five thirty, the hour set for departure, came and went there was still no sign of the Santa Maria and the men stamped their feet and rubbed their hands to ward off the cold. The hour of six chimed from the bells in the town. The children who were waiting with their mothers to see the Battalion depart grew bored and ran through the ranks despite all the shouting that began with Simmerson and worked its way down to the Sergeants and Corporals. The Battalion was paraded beside the Roman bridge that spanned the river, and Sharpe followed a grumbling Captain Hogan onto the ancient arches and stared into the water that tumbled round the vast granite boulders which had been left in the river-bed in some long-ago upheaval of the earth. Hogan was impatient. ‘Damn them! Why can’t we just march and let the beggars catch us up?’ He knew well why it was impossible. The answer was called diplomacy, and part of the price of cooperation with the touchy Spanish forces was that the native Regiment must march first. Sharpe said nothing. He stared into the water at the long weeds which waved sinuously in the current. He shivered in the dawn breeze. He shared Hogan’s impatience, and it was alloyed with frustrations that stirred inside him like the slow-moving river weed. He looked up at the Cathedral, touched by the rising sun, and tried to pin down his apprehensions about the operation at Valdelacasa. It sounded simple. A day’s march to the bridge, a day for Hogan to destroy the already crumbling arches, and a day’s march back to Plasencia, where Wellesley was gathering his forces for the next stage of the advance into Spain. But there was something, some instinct as difficult to pin down as the grey shadows that receded in the dawn, that told him it would not be that easy. It was not the Spanish that worried him. Like Hogan he knew that their presence was a political imperative and a military farce. If they proved as useless as their reputation suggested, that should not matter; the South Essex was strong enough to cope with whatever was needed. And that was the problem. Simmerson had never met the enemy, and Sharpe had little faith in the Colonel’s ability to do the right thing. If there really were French on the south bank of the Tagus, and if the South Essex had to repel an attack on the bridge while Hogan laid his charges, then Sharpe would have preferred an old soldier to be making the decisions and not this Colonel of Militia whose head was stuffed with theories on battles and tactics learned on the safe fields of Essex.


      But it was not just Simmerson. He looked at the road leading to the town where an indistinct group of women stood, the wives of the Battalion, and wondered whether the girl, Josefina Lacosta, was there. He had at least learned her name and seen her, a dozen times, mounted on the delicate black mare with a crowd of Simmerson’s Lieutenants laughing and joking with her. He had listened to the rumours about her; that she was the widow of a rich Portuguese officer, that she had run away from the Portuguese officer, no-one seemed sure, but what was certain was that she had met Gibbons at a ball in Lisbon’s American Hotel and, within hours, had decided to go to the war with him. It was said that they planned to marry once the army reached Madrid and that Gibbons had promised her a house and a life of dancing and gaiety. Whatever the truth of Josefina there was no denying her presence, entrancing the whole Battalion, flirting even with Sir Henry who responded with a heavy gallantry and told the officers that young men would be young men. ‘Christian needs his exercise, what?’ Simmerson would repeat the joke and laugh each time. The Colonel’s indulgence reached to letting his nephew break his standing order and take a suite of rooms in the town, where he lived with the girl and entertained friends in the long, warm evenings. Gibbons was the envy of all the officers, Josefina the jewel in his crown, and Sharpe shivered on the bridge and wondered if she would ever go back to the flatlands of Essex and to a big house built on the profits of salted fish.


      Seven chimed, and there was a stir of excitement as a group of horsemen appeared from the houses and spurred towards the waiting Battalion. The riders turned out to be British and the ranks relaxed again. Hogan and Sharpe walked back to their men paraded next to Lennox’s Light Company at the left of the Battalion and watched the newcomers ride to join Simmerson. All the riders but one were in uniform, and the exception wore blue trousers under a grey cloak and on his head a plain bicorne hat. Ensign Denny, sixteen years old and full of barely suppressed excitement, was standing near the Riflemen, and Sharpe asked him if he knew who the apparent civilian was.


      ‘No, sir.’


      ‘Sergeant Harper! Tell Mr Denny who the gentleman in the grey cloak is.’


      ‘That’s the General, Mr Denny. Sir Arthur Wellesley himself. Born in Ireland like all the best soldiers!’


      A ripple of laughter went through the ranks, but they all straightened up and stared at the man who would lead them towards Madrid. They saw him take out a watch and look towards the town from where the Spanish should be coming but there was still no sign of the Regimienta even though the sun was well over the horizon and the dew fading fast from the grass. One of the staff officers with Wellesley broke away from the group and trotted his horse towards Hogan. Sharpe supposed he wanted to talk to the Engineer, and he walked away, back to the bridge, to give Hogan some privacy.


      ‘Sharpe! Richard!’


      The voice was familiar, from the past. He turned to see the staff officer, a Lieutenant Colonel, waving to him, but the face was hidden beneath the ornate cocked hat.


      ‘Richard! You’ve forgotten me!’


      Lawford! Sharpe’s face broke into a smile. ‘Sir! I didn’t even know you were here!’


      Lawford swung easily out of the saddle, took off his hat, and shook his head. ‘You look dreadful! You must really buy yourself a uniform one of these days.’ He smiled and shook Sharpe’s hand. ‘It’s good to see you, Richard.’


      ‘And to see you, sir. A Lieutenant Colonel? You’re doing well!’


      ‘It cost me three thousand, five hundred pounds, Richard, and well you know it. Thank God for money.’


      Lawford. Sharpe remembered when the Honourable William Lawford was a frightened Lieutenant and a Sergeant called Sharpe had guided him through the heat of India. Then Lawford had repaid the debt. In a prison cell in Seringapatam the aristocrat had taught the Sergeant to read and write; the exercise had stopped them both going mad in the dank hell of the Sultan Tippoo’s dungeons. Sharpe shook his head. ‘I haven’t seen you for…’


      ‘It’s been months. Far too long. How are you?’


      Sharpe grinned. ‘As you see me.’


      ‘Untidy?’ Lawford smiled. He was the same age as Sharpe but there the resemblance stopped. Lawford was a dandy, dressed always in the finest cloth and lace, and Sharpe had seen him pay a Regimental Tailor seven guineas to achieve a tighter fit on an already immaculately tailored jacket. He spread his hands expansively.


      ‘You can stop worrying, Richard, Lawford is here. The French will probably surrender when they hear. God! It’s taken me months to get this job! I was stuck in Dublin Castle, changing the bloody guard, and I’ve pulled a hundred strings to get onto Wellesley’s staff. And here I am! Arrived two weeks ago!’ The words tumbled out. Sharpe was delighted to see him. Lawford, like Gibbons, summed up all that he hated most about the army: how money and influence could buy promotion while others, like Sharpe, rotted in penury. Yet Sharpe liked Lawford, could feel no resentment, and he supposed that it was because the aristocrat, for all the assurance of his birth, responded to Sharpe in the same way. And Lawford, for all his finery and assumed languor, was a fighting soldier. Sharpe held up a hand to stop the flow of news.


      ‘What’s happening, sir? Where are the Spanish?’


      Lawford shook his head. ‘Still in bed. At least they were, but the bugles have sounded, the warriors have pulled on their trousers, and we’re told they’re coming.’ He leaned closer to Sharpe and dropped his voice. ‘How do you get on with Simmerson?’


      ‘I don’t have to get on with him. I work to Hogan.’


      Lawford appeared not to hear the answer. ‘He’s an extraordinary man. Did you know he paid to raise the Regiment?’ Sharpe nodded. ‘Do you know what that cost him, Richard? Unimaginable!’


      ‘So he’s rich man. But it doesn’t make him a soldier.’ Sharpe sounded sour.


      Lawford shrugged. ‘He wants to be. He wants to be the best. I sailed out on the same boat, and all he did, every day, was sit there reading the Rules and Regulations for His Majesty’s Forces!’ He shook his head. ‘Perhaps he’ll learn. I don’t envy you, though.’ He turned to look at Wellesley. ‘Well. I can’t stay all day. Listen. You must dine with me when you get back from this job. Will you do that?’


      ‘With pleasure.’


      ‘Good!’ Lawford swung up into the saddle. ‘You’ve got a scrap ahead of you. We sent the Light Dragoons down south and they tell us there’s a sizable bunch of Frenchies down there with some horse artillery. They’ve been trying to flush the partisans out of the hills but they’re moving back east now, like us, so good luck!’ He turned his horse away, then looked back. ‘And, Richard?’


      ‘Sir?’


      ‘Sir Arthur asked to be remembered.’


      ‘He did?’


      Lawford looked down on Sharpe. ‘You’re an idiot.’ He spoke cheerfully. ‘Shall I remember you to the General? It’s the done thing, you know.’ He grinned, raised his hat and turned away. Sharpe watched him go, the apprehension of the cold dawn suddenly dissipated by the rush of friendship. Hogan joined him.


      ‘Friends in high places?’


      ‘Old friend. We were in India.’


      Hogan said nothing. He was staring across the field, his jaw sagging in astonishment, and Sharpe followed his gaze. ‘My God.’


      The Regimienta had arrived. Two trumpeters in powdered wigs led the procession. They were mounted on glossy black horses, bedecked in uniforms that were a riot of gold and silver, their trumpets festooned with ribbons, tassels, and banners.


      ‘Hell’s teeth.’ The voice came from the ranks. ‘The Fairies are on our side.’


      The colours came next, two flags covered in armorial bearings, threaded with gold, tasselled, looped, crowned, curlicued, emblazoned, carried by horsemen whose mounts stepped delicately high as though the earth was scarcely fit to carry such splendid creations. The officers came next. They should have delighted the soul of Sir Henry Simmerson, for everything that could be polished had been burnished to an eye-hurting intensity, whether of leather, or bronze, silver or gold. Epaulettes of twisted golden strands were encrusted with semi-precious stones; their coats were piped with silver threads, frogged and plumed, sashed and shining. It was a dazzling display.


      The men came next, a shambling mess, rattled onto the field by energetic but erratic drummers. Sharpe was appalled. All he had heard of the Spanish army seemed to be true in the Regimienta; their weapons looked dull and uncared for, there was no spirit in their bearing, and Madrid seemed suddenly a long way off if this was the quality of the allies who would help clear the road. There was a renewed energy from the Spanish drummers as the two trumpeters challenged the sky with a resounding fanfare. Then silence.


      ‘Now what?’ Hogan muttered.


      Speeches. Wellesley, wise in the ways of diplomacy, escaped as the Spanish Colonel came forward to harangue the South Essex. There was no official translator but Hogan, who spoke passable Spanish, told Sharpe the Colonel was offering the British a chance, a small chance, to share in the glorious triumph of the Spanish warriors over their enemy. The glorious Spanish warriors, prompted by their non-commissioned officers, cheered the speech while the South Essex, prompted by Simmerson, did the same. Salutes were exchanged, arms presented, there were more fanfares, more drums, all climaxing in the appearance of a priest who, riding a small grey donkey, blessed the Santa Maria with the help of small, white-surpliced boys. Pointedly the pagan British were not included in the pleas to the Almighty.


      Hogan took out his snuff box. ‘Do you think they’ll fight?’


      ‘God knows.’ The year before, Sharpe knew, a Spanish army had forced the surrender of twenty thousand Frenchmen, so there was no doubting that the Spaniards could fight if their leadership and organisation were equal to their ambitions. But, to Sharpe, the evidence of the Regimienta suggested that their immediate allies had neither the organisation nor the leaders to do anything except, perhaps, make bombastic speeches.


      At half past ten, five hours late, the Battalion finally shrugged on its packs and followed the Santa Maria across the old bridge. Sharpe and Hogan travelled ahead of the South Essex and immediately behind a far from warlike Spanish rearguard. A bunch of mules was being coaxed along, loaded high with luxuries to keep the Spanish officers comfortable in the field, while, in the middle of the beasts, rode the priest who continually turned and smiled nervously with blackened teeth at the heathens on his tail. Strangest of all were three white-dressed young women who rode thoroughbred horses and carried fringed parasols. They giggled constantly, turned and peeped at the Riflemen, and looked incongruously like three brides on horseback. What a way, Sharpe thought, to go to war.


      By midday the column had covered a mere five miles and had come to a complete stop. Trumpets sounded at the head of the Regimienta, officers galloped in urgent clouds of dust up and down the ranks, and the soldiers simply dropped their weapons and packs and sat down in the road. Anyone with any kind of rank started to argue, the priest, stuck among the mules, screamed hysterically at a mounted officer, while the three women wilted visibly and fanned themselves with their white-gloved hands. Christian Gibbons walked his horse to the head of the British column and sat staring at the three women. Sharpe looked up at him.


      ‘The middle one is the prettiest.’


      ‘Thank you.’ Gibbons spoke with a heavy irony. ‘That’s civil of you, Sharpe.’ He was about to urge his horse forward when Sharpe put a hand on the bridle.


      ‘Spanish officers, I hear, are very fond of duelling.’


      ‘Ah.’ Gibbons stared icily down on Sharpe. ‘You may have a point.’ He wheeled his horse back down the road.


      Hogan was shouting at the priest, in Spanish, trying to discover why they had stopped. The priest smiled his blackened smile and raised his eyes to heaven as if to say it was all God’s will and there was nothing to be done about it.


      ‘Damn this!’ Hogan looked round urgently. ‘Damn! Don’t they know how much time we’ve lost? Where’s the Colonel?’


      Simmerson was not far behind. He and Forrest arrived with a clatter of hooves. ‘What the devil’s happening?’


      ‘I don’t know, sir. Spanish have sat down.’


      Simmerson licked his lips. ‘Don’t they know we’re in a hurry?’ No-one spoke. The Colonel looked round the officers as though one of them might suggest an answer. ‘Come on, then. We’ll see what it’s about. Hogan, will you translate?’


      Sharpe fell his men out as the mounted officers rode up the column, and the Riflemen sat beside the road with their packs beside them. The Spanish appeared to be asleep. The sun was high and the road surface reflected a searing heat. Sharpe touched the muzzle of his rifle by mistake and flinched from the hot metal. Sweat trickled down his neck, and the glare of the sun, reflected from the metal ornaments of the Spanish infantry, was dazzling. There were still fifteen miles to go. The three women rode their horses slowly towards the head of the Regimienta, one of them turned and waved coquettishly to the Riflemen and Harper blew her a kiss, and when they had gone the dust drifted gently onto the thin grass of the verge.


      Fifteen minutes of silence passed before Simmerson, Forrest and Hogan pounded back from their meeting with the Spanish Colonel. Sir Henry was not pleased. ‘Damn them! They’ve stopped for the day!’


      Sharpe looked questioningly at Hogan. The Engineer nodded. ‘It’s true. There’s an inn up there, and the officers have settled in.’


      ‘Damn! Damn! Damn!’ Simmerson was pounding the pommel of his saddle. ‘What are we to do?’


      The mounted officers glanced at each other. Simmerson was the man who had to make the decision and none of them answered his question, but there was only one thing to do. Sharpe looked at Harper.


      ‘Form up, Sergeant.’


      Harper bellowed orders. The Spanish muleteers, their rest disturbed, looked curiously as the Riflemen pulled on their packs and formed ranks.


      ‘Bayonets, Sergeant.’


      The order was given and the long, brass-handled sword-bayonets rasped from the scabbards. Each blade was twenty-three inches long, each sharp and brilliant in the sun. Simmerson looked nervously at the weapons. ‘What the devil are you doing, Sharpe?’


      ‘Only one thing to do, sir.’


      Simmerson looked left and right at Forrest and Hogan, but they offered him no help. ‘Are you proposing we should simply carry on, Sharpe?’


      It’s what you should have proposed, thought Sharpe, but instead he nodded. ‘Isn’t that what you intended, sir?’


      Simmerson was not sure. Wellesley had impressed on him the need for speed, but there was also the duty not to offend a touchy ally. But what if the bridge should already be occupied by the French? He looked at the Riflemen, grim in their dark uniforms, and then at the Spanish who lolled in the roadway smoking cigarettes. ‘Very well.’


      ‘Sir.’ Sharpe turned away to Harper. ‘Four ranks, Sergeant.’


      Harper took a deep breath. ‘Company! Double files to the right!’


      There were times when Sharpe’s men, for all their tattered uniforms, knew how to startle a Militia Colonel. With a snap and a precision that would have done credit to the Guards, the even-numbered files stepped backwards; the whole company, without another word of command, turned to the right and instead of two ranks there were now four facing towards the Spanish. Harper had paused for a second while the movement was carried out. Quick march!’


      They marched. Their boots crashed onto the road scattering mules and muleteers before them. The priest took one look, kicked his heels, and the donkey bolted into the field.


      ‘Come on, you bastards!’ Harper shouted. ‘March as if you mean it!’


      They did. They pushed their tempo up to the Light Infantry quick march and stamped with their boots so that the dust flew up. Behind them the South Essex were formed and following, before them the Regimienta split apart into the fields, the officers running from the white-walled inn and screaming at the Riflemen. Sharpe ignored them. The Spanish Colonel, a vision of golden lace, appeared at the inn doorway to see his Regiment in tatters. The men had scattered into the fields and the British were on their way to the bridge. The Colonel was without his boots and in his hand he held a glass of wine. As they drew level with the inn Sharpe turned to his men.


      ‘Company! To the right! Salute!’


      He drew the long blade, held it in the ceremonial salute, and his men grinned as they presented their arms towards the Colonel. There was little he could do. He wanted to protest but honour was honour, and the salute should be returned. The Spaniard was in a quandary. In one hand, the wine, and in the other a long cigar. Sharpe watched the debate on the Spanish Colonel’s face as he looked from one hand to the other, trying to decide which to abandon, but in the end the Colonel of the Santa Maria stood to attention in his stockings and held the wine glass and cigar at a dutifully ceremonious angle.


      ‘Eyes front!’


      Hogan laughed out loud. ‘Well done, Sharpe!’ He looked at his watch. ‘We’ll make the bridge before nightfall. Let’s hope the French don’t.’


      Let’s hope the French don’t make it at all, thought Sharpe. Defeating an ally was one thing but his doubts about the ability of the South Essex toface the French were as real as ever. He looked at the white, dusty road stretching over the featureless plain and in a fleeting, horrid moment wondered whether he would return. He pushed the thought away and gripped the stock of his rifle. With his other hand he unconsciously felt the lump over his breastbone. Harper saw the gesture. Sharpe thought it was a secret that round his neck he had a leather bag in which he kept his worldly wealth, but all his men knew it was there, and Sergeant Harper knew that when Sharpe touched the bag with its few gold coins looted from old battlefields then the Lieutenant was worried. And if Sharpe was worried? Harper turned to the Riflemen. ‘Come on, you bastards! This isn’t a funeral! Faster!’

    

  


  
    
      CHAPTER 6


    


    
      Valdelacasa did not exist as a place where human beings lived, loved, or traded, it was simply a ruined building and a great stone bridge that had been built to span the river at a time when the Tagus was wider than the flow which now slid darkly between the three central arches of the Roman stonework. And from the bridge, with its attendant building, the land spread outwards in a vast, shallow bowl bisected by the river in one direction and the road which led to and from the bridge in the other. The Battalion had marched down the almost imperceptible incline as the shadows of dusk began to creep across the pale grasslands. There was no farming, no cattle, no signs of life: just the ancient ruin, the bridge, and the water slipping silently towards the far-off sea.


      ‘I don’t like it, sir.’ Harper’s face had been genuinely worried.


      ‘Why not?’


      ‘No birds, sir. Not even a vulture.’


      Sharpe had to admit it was true, there was not a bird to be seen or heard. It was like a place forgotten, and as they marched towards the building the men in green jackets were unnaturally quiet as if infected by some ancient gloom.


      ‘There’s no sign of the French.’ Sharpe could see no movement in the darkening landscape.


      ‘It’s not the French that worry me.’ Harper was really concerned. ‘It’s this place, sir. It’s not good.’


      ‘You’re being Irish, Sergeant.’


      ‘That may be, sir. But tell me why there’s no village here. The soil is better than the stuff we’ve marched past, there’s a bridge, so why no village?’


      Why not? It seemed an obvious place for a village, but on the other hand they had passed only one small hamlet in the last ten miles so it was possible that there were simply not enough people in the vast remoteness of the Estremaduran plain to inhabit every likely spot. Sharpe tried to ignore Harper’s concern but, coming as it did on top of his own gloomy presentiments, he had begun to feel that Valdelacasa really did have a sinister air about it. Hogan did not help.


      ‘That’s the Puente de los Malditos, the Bridge of the Accursed.’ Hogan walked his horse beside them and nodded at the building. ‘That must have been the convent. The Moors beheaded every single nun. The story goes that they were killed on the bridge, that their heads were thrown into the water but the bodies left to rot. They say no-one lives here because the spirits walk the bridge at night looking for their heads.’


      The Riflemen heard him in silence. When Hogan had finished Sharpe was surprised to see his huge Sergeant surreptitiously cross himself, and he guessed that they would spend a restless night. He was right. The darkness was total, there was no wood on the plain so the men could build no fires, and in the small hours a wind brought clouds that covered the moon. The Riflemen were guarding the southern end of the bridge, the bank on which the French were loose, and it was a nervous night as shadows played tricks and the chill sentries were not certain whether they imagined the noises that could either be headless nuns or patrolling Frenchmen. Just before dawn Sharpe heard the sound of a bird’s wings, followed by the call of an owl, and he wondered whether to tell Harper that there were birds after all. He decided not; he remembered that owls were supposed to be harbingers of death, and the news might worry the Irishman even more.


      But the new day, even if it did not bring the Regimienta who were presumably still at the inn, brought a brilliant blue sky with only a scattering of high, passing clouds that followed the night’s belt of light rain. Harsh ringing blows came from the bridge where Hogan’s artificers hammered down the parapet at the spot chosen for the explosion and the apprehensions of the night seemed, for the moment, to be like a bad dream. The Riflemen were relieved by Lennox’s Light Company and, with nothing else to do, Harper stripped naked and waded into the river.


      ‘That’s better. I haven’t washed in a month.’ He looked up at Sharpe. ‘Is anything happening, sir?’


      ‘No sign of them.’ Sharpe must have stared at the horizon, a mile to the south, fifty times since dawn but there had been no sign of the French. He watched as Harper came dripping wet out of the river and shook himself like a wolfhound. ‘Perhaps they’re not here, sir.’


      Sharpe shook his head. ‘I don’t know, Sergeant. I’ve a feeling they’re not far away.’ He turned and looked across the river, at the road they had marched the day before. ‘Still no sight of the Spanish.’


      Harper was drying himself with his shirt. ‘Perhaps they’ll not turn up, sir.’


      It had occurred to Sharpe that possibly the whole job would be done before the Regimienta reached Valdelacasa, and he wondered why he still felt the stirrings of concern about the mission. Simmerson had behaved with restraint, the artificers were hard at work, and there were no French in sight. What could go wrong? He walked to the entrance of the bridge and nodded to Lennox. ‘Anything?’


      The Scotsman shook his head. ‘All’s quiet. I reckon Sir Henry won’t get his battle today.’


      ‘He wanted one?’


      Lennox laughed. ‘Keen as mustard. I suspect he thinks Napoleon himself is coming.’


      Sharpe turned and stared down the road. Nothing moved. ‘They’re not far away. I can feel it.’


      Lennox looked at him seriously. ‘You think so? I thought it was us Scots who had the second sight.’ He turned and looked with Sharpe at the empty horizon. ‘Maybe you’re right, Sharpe. But they’re too late.’


      Sharpe agreed and walked onto the bridge. He chatted with Knowles and Denny and, as he left them to join Hogan, he reflected gloomily on the atmosphere in the officers’ mess of the South Essex. Most of the officers were supporters of Simmerson, men who had first earned their commissions with the Militia, and there was bad feeling between them and the men from the regular army. Sharpe liked Lennox, enjoyed his company, but most of the other officers thought the Scotsman was too easy with his company, too much like the Riflemen. Leroy was a decent man, a loyalist American, but he kept his thoughts to himself as did the few others who had little trust in their Colonel’s ability. He pitied the younger officers, learning their trade in such a school, and was glad that as soon as this bridge was destroyed his Riflemen would get away from the South Essex into more congenial company.


      Hogan was up to his neck in a hole in the bridge. Sharpe peered down and saw, in the rubble, the curving stonework of two arches.


      ‘How much powder will you use?’


      ‘All there is!’ Hogan was happy, a man enjoying his work. ‘This isn’t easy. Those Romans built well. You see those blocks?’ He pointed to the exposed stones of the arches. ‘They’re all shaped and hammered into place. If I put a charge on top of one of those arches I’ll probably make the damn bridge stronger! I can’t put the powder underneath, more’s the pity.’


      ‘Why not?’


      ‘No time, Sharpe, no time. You have to contain an explosion. If I sling those kegs under the arch all I’ll do is frighten the fishes. No, I’m going to do this one upside down and inside out.’ He was half talking to himself, his mind full of weights of powder and lengths of fuse.


      ‘Upside down and inside out?’


      Hogan scratched his dirty face. ‘So to speak. I’m going down into the pier, and then I’ll blow the damn thing out sideways. If it works, Sharpe, it’ll bring down two arches and not just one.’


      ‘Will it work?’


      Hogan grinned happily. ‘It should! It’ll be one hell of a bang, I promise you that.’


      ‘How much longer?’


      ‘I’ll be finished in a couple of hours. Perhaps sooner.’ Hogan heaved himself out of the hole and stood beside Sharpe. ‘Let’s get the powder up here.’ He turned towards the convent, cupped his hands to his mouth, and froze. The Spanish had arrived, their trumpeters in front, their colours flying, the blue-coated infantry straggling behind. ‘Glory be,’ Hogan said. ‘Now I can sleep safe at nights.’


      The Regimienta marched to the convent, past the South Essex who were being drilled in the field, and kept on marching. Sharpe waited for the orders which would halt the Spaniards, but they were never given. Instead the trumpeters paced their horses onto the bridge, the colours followed, then the gloriously uniformed officers and finally the infantry itself.


      ‘What the hell do they think they’re doing?’ Hogan stepped to the side of the bridge.


      The Regimienta picked its way past the broken section and past the hole Hogan had dug. The Engineer waved his arms at them. ‘I’m going to blow it up! Bang! Bang!’ They ignored him. Hogan tried it in Spanish but the tide of men flowed on past. Even the priest and the three white-dressed ladies walked their mounts carefully round Hogan’s hole and on to the south bank, where Captain Lennox had hastily moved the Light Company out of their path. The Regimienta was followed by an apoplectic Simmerson trying to find out what the hell was happening. Hogan shook his head wearily. ‘If it had been just you and I, Sharpe, we’d be on our way home by now.’ He waved to his men to bring the kegs of powder out to the hole. ‘I’m tempted to blow it up with that lot on the wrong side.’


      ‘They’re our allies, remember.’


      Hogan wiped his forehead. ‘So’s Simmerson.’ He climbed back into the excavation. ‘I’ll be glad when this lot’s over.’


      The kegs of powder arrived, and Sharpe left Hogan to pack the gunpowder deep in the base of the arches. He walked back to the south bank where his riflemen waited and watched as the Santa Maria paraded in a long line across the road that led to the distant skyline. Lennox grinned down from his horse.


      ‘What do you think of this, Sharpe?’ He waved at the Spaniards, who resolutely faced an empty skyline.


      ‘What are they doing?’


      ‘They told the Colonel that it was their duty to cross the bridge! It’s something to do with Spanish pride. We got here first so they have to go further.’ He touched his hat to Simmerson, who was re-crossing the bridge. ‘You know what he’s thinking of doing?’


      ‘What? Simmerson?’ Sharpe looked after the retreating Colonel, who had pointedly ignored him.


      ‘Aye. He’s thinking of bringing the whole Battalion over.’


      ‘He’s what?’


      ‘If they cross, we cross.’ Lennox laughed. ‘Mad, that’s what he is.’


      There were shouts from Sharpe’s Riflemen and he followed their pointing arms to look at the horizon. ‘Do you see anything?’


      Lennox stared up the track. ‘Not a thing.’


      A flash of light. ‘There!’ Sharpe climbed onto the parapet and dug into his pack for his only possession of value, a telescope made by Matthew Berge of London. He had no idea of its real worth but he suspected it had cost at least thirty guineas. There was a brass plate curved and inset into the walnut tube, and engraved on the plate was an inscription. ‘In gratitude. AW. September 23rd, 1803.’ He recalled the piercing blue eyes looking at him when the telescope had been presented. ‘Remember, Mr Sharpe, an officer’s eyes are more valuable than his sword!’


      He snapped the tube open and slide the brass shutters that protected the lens apart. The image danced in the glass, he held his breath to steady his arms, and panned the tube sideways. There! Damn the tube! It would not stay still.


      ‘Pendleton!’


      The young Rifleman came running to the bridge and, on Sharpes’ instructions, jumped onto the parapet and crouched so that Sharpe could rest the telescope on his shoulder. The skyline leapt towards him, he moved the glass gently to the right. Nothing but grass and stunted bushes. The heat shimmered the air above the gentle slope as the telescope moved past the innocent horizon.


      ‘Do you see anything, sir?’


      ‘Keep still, damn you!’ He moved the glass back, concentrating on the spot where the white, dusty road merged with the sky. Then, with the suddenness of an actor coming through a stage trapdoor, the crest was lined with horsemen. Pendleton gasped, the image wavered, but Sharpe steadied it. Green uniforms, a single white cross-belt. He closed the glass and straightened up.


      ‘Chasseurs.’


      There was a murmur from the Regimienta; the men nudged each other and pointed up the hill. Sharpe mentally split the line in half, then in half again, and counted the distant silhouettes in groups of five. Lennox had ridden across.


      ‘Two hundred, Sharpe?’


      ‘That’s what I make it.’


      Lennox fiddled with his sword hilt. ‘They won’t bother us.’ He sounded resentful.


      A second line of horsemen appeared. Sharpe opened the tube again and rested it on Pendleton’s shoulder. The French were making a dramatic appearance: two lines of cavalry, two hundred men in each, walking slowly towards the bridge. Through the lens Sharpe could see the carbines slung on their shoulders, and on each horse there was an obscene lump behind the stirrup where the rider had strapped a netful of forage for his mount. He straightened up again and told Pendleton he could jump down.


      ‘Are they going to fight, sir?’ Like Lennox the young boy was eager for a brush with the French. Sharpe shook his head.


      ‘They won’t come near. They’re just having a look at us. They’ve nothing to gain by attacking.’


      When Sharpe had been locked in the Tippoo’s dungeon with Lawford the Lieutenant had tried to teach him to play chess. It had been a hopeless task. They could never remember which chip of stone was supposed to represent which piece, and their jailers had thought the scratched grid on the floor was an attempt at magic. They had been beaten and the chessboard scratched out. But Sharpe remembered the word ‘stalemate’. That was the position now. The French could not harm the infantry and the infantry could not harm the French. Simmerson was bringing the rest of the Battalion across the bridge, threading them past an exasperated Hogan and his excavation, but it made no difference how many men the allies had. The cavalry were simply too quick; the foot-soldiers would never get anywhere near them. And if the cavalry chose to attack they would be annihilated by the dreadful close-range volleys, and any horse that survived the bullets would swerve away or pull up rather than gallop into the close-packed, steel-tipped ranks. There would be no fight today.


      Simmerson thought otherwise. He waved his drawn sword cheerfully at Lennox. ‘We’ve got them, Lennox! We’ve got them!’


      ‘Aye, sir.’ Lennox sounded gloomy; he would have liked a fight. ‘Doesn’t the fool realise they won’t attack us? Does he think we’re going to lumber round this field like a cow chasing a fox? Damn it! We’ve done the job, Sharpe. We’ve mined the bridge, and it’ll take an hour to get this lot back over.’


      ‘Lennox!’ Simmerson was in his element. ‘Form your company on the left! Mr Sterritt’s company will guard the bridge and, if you please, I’ll borrow Mr Gibbons from you as my aide de camp!’


      ‘Your gain is my loss, sir.’ Lennox grinned at Sharpe. ‘Aide de camp! He thinks he’s fighting the Battle of Blenheim! What will you do, Sharpe?’


      Sharpe grinned back. ‘I’m not invited. I’ll watch your gallant efforts. Enjoy yourself!’


      The cavalry had stopped half a mile away, lined across the road, their horses’ uncropped tails swishing at the summer flies. Sharpe wondered what they made of the scene in front of them: the Spanish advancing clumsily in four ranks, eight hundred men round their colours marching towards four hundred French horsemen while, at the bridge, another eight hundred infantry prepared to advance.


      Simmerson assembled his company commanders and Sharpe listened as he gave his orders. The South Essex were to form line, in four ranks like the Spanish, and advance behind them. ‘We’ll wait and see, gentlemen, what the enemy does and deploy accordingly! Unfurl the colours!’


      Lennox winked at Sharpe. It was farcical that two clumsy Regiments of foot thought they could attack four hundred horsemen who would dance out of the way and laugh at the efforts made against them. The French commander probably did not believe what was happening and, at the very least, it would provide him with an amusing story to tell when he rejoined Victor’s army. Sharpe wondered what Simmerson would do when it finally dawned on him that the French would not attack. Probably the Colonel would claim that he had scared the enemy away.


      The Ensigns pulled the leather covers from the South Essex colours, unfurled them, and hoisted them into their sockets. They made a brave sight even in the middle of this comedy, and Sharpe felt the familiar pang of loyalty. The first raised was the King’s Colour, a great Union Jack with the Regiment’s number in the centre, and next the South Essex’s own standard, a yellow flag emblazoned with the crest and with the Union flag stitched in the upper corner. It was impossible to see the flags, the morning sun shining through them, and not be moved. They were the Regiment; should only a handful of men be left on a battlefield, the rest slaughtered, the Regiment still existed if the colours flew and defied the enemy. They were a rallying point in the smoke and chaos of battle, but more than that; there were men who would hardly fight for England’s King and Country but they would fight for the colours, for their Regiment’s honour, for the gaudy flags that cost a few guineas and were carried in the centre of the line by the youngest Ensigns and guarded by veteran Sergeants armed with long wicked-bladed pikes. Sharpe had known as many as ten men to carry the colours in battle, replacing the dead, picking up the flags even though they knew that then they became the enemy’s prime target. Honour was all. The flags of the South Essex were new and gleaming, the Regimental Colour devoid of battle honours, neither was torn by bullet or roundshot, but seeing them filled Sharpe with a sudden emotion, and it changed the farce of Simmerson’s mad hopes into an affair of honour.


      The South Essex followed the Regimienta towards the horsemen. Like the Spanish the British line was a hundred and fifty yards wide, its four ranks tipped with bayonets, the company officers riding or walking with drawn swords. The Spanish had halted, some four hundred yards up the road, and Simmerson had no choice but to stop the Battalion to find out what the Regimienta intended. Hogan joined Sharpe and nodded at the two Regiments.


      ‘Not joining in the battle?’


      ‘I think it’s a private party. Captain Sterritt and I are guarding the bridge.’


      Sterritt, a mild man, smiled nervously at Sharpe and Hogan. Like his Colonel he was appalled at the appearance of these veteran soldiers and secretly frightened that the enemy might prove to be as tough and carefree as the Rifleman or the Engineer. Hogan was wiping his hands on a piece of rag and Sharpe asked him if the job was finished.


      ‘Aye. It’s all done. Ten kegs of powder snuggled down, fuses laid, and the hole filled in. As soon as these gallant soldiers get the hell out of the way I can find out whether it works or not. Now what’s happening?’


      The Spanish were forming square. A good Battalion could march from line into square in thirty seconds but the Spanish took four times as long. It was the proper formation when faced by attacking cavalry, but as the French showed no lunatic inclination to charge four times their own number the Spanish convolutions were hardly necessary. Sharpe watched as the officers and sergeants harried and chivvied their men into the rough semblance of a square, a slightly lopsided square, but it would do. Sharpe remembered the three women. He could not see them with the Regimienta, and he looked round to see them watching decorously from the river-bank. One of them saw his glance and raised a gloved hand.


      ‘It’s a good job the French don’t have those guns.’


      Hogan raised his eyebrows. ‘I’d forgotten that rumour. That would heat things up.’


      There was no more fatal combination than cavalry and artillery for men on foot. Infantry in square were totally safe from cavalry; all the horsemen could do was ride round and round the formation, hacking uselessly at the bayonets. But if the cavalry were supported by cannons the square became a deathtrap. Grapeshot would blast holes in the ranks; the cavalry would ride into the gaps and slice down with their sabres. Sharpe looked at the skyline. There were no guns.


      Simmerson had watched the Regimienta form their square. He was obviously nonplussed. It must have occurred to him that he could not attack the French, so the French had to attack him. There was a pause in proceedings. The Spanish had formed their rough square on the right of the track; Simmerson gave his orders and with a marvellous precision the South Essex demonstrated, on the left, how a Battalion should form a square. Even at half a mile Sharpe could see the horsemen clapping ironically.


      Now there were two squares, the Spanish nearer the French, and still the horsemen made no move. Time passed. The sun climbed higher in the sky, the grassland shivered in the haze, the French horses lowered their necks and cropped at the thin pasture. Captain Sterritt, guarding the bridge with his company, became plaintive.


      ‘Why don’t they attack?’


      ‘Would you?’ Sharpe asked.


      Sterritt looked puzzled. Sharpe could understand why. Simmerson was looking increasingly foolish, he had marched to war with drawn sword and unfurled banners and the enemy was refusing to fight. Now he was stranded, like a beached whale, in a defensive square. It was virtually impossible to make an ordered march while in a square formation; it was easy enough for the leading edge, they marched forwards, but the sides had to step sideways, and the rear edge walk backwards, all of them fighting off encircling horsemen. It was not impossible, Sharpe had done it, but when survival depends on doing the impossible then men will find a way. Simmerson wanted to move but he did not want his neat, ordered square to be torn out of alignment as he advanced. He could have resumed the line formation but then he would look even more foolish for having formed a square at all. So he stayed where he was and the French looked on, filled with wonderment at the strange antics of the enemies.


      ‘Someone’s got to do something!’ Captain Sterritt frowned in bewilderment. War was not supposed to be like this! It was glory and victory, not this humiliation.


      ‘Someone’s doing something!’ Hogan nodded at the South Essex. A horseman had been released from the square and was galloping towards the bridge.


      ‘It’s Lieutenant Gibbons.’ Sterritt raised a hand to his Colonel’s nephew, who pulled his horse to a violent stop. His features were stern, filled with the seriousness of the moment. He looked down on Sharpe.


      ‘You’re to report to the Colonel.’


      ‘Why?’


      Gibbons looked astonished. ‘The Colonel wants you. Now!’


      Hogan coughed. ‘Lieutenant Sharpe is under my orders. Why does the Colonel want him?’


      Gibbons flung an arm towards the immobile French. ‘We need a skirmish line, Sharpe, something to sting the French into action.’


      Sharpe nodded. ‘How far ahead of the square am I supposed to take my men?’ He spoke in sweet reasonableness.


      Gibbons shrugged. ‘Near enough to move the cavalry. Hurry!’


      ‘I’m not moving.


      Gibbons stared down at Sharpe. ‘I beg your pardon.’


      ‘I will not kill my men. I go more than fifty yards from that square and the French will ride us down like hares. Don’t you know that skirmishers fall back from cavalry?’


      ‘Are you coming, Sharpe?’ Gibbons made it sound like an ultimatum.


      ‘No.’


      The Lieutenant turned to Hogan. ‘Sir? Will you order Lieutenant Sharpe to obey?’


      ‘Listen, laddie.’ Sharpe noticed that Hogan had broadened his Irish accent. ‘Tell your Colonel from me that the sooner he gets back over the bridge the sooner we can put a hole in it, and the sooner we get home. And, no, I will not instruct Lieutenant Sharpe to commit suicide. Good day, sir.’


      Gibbons wrenched his horse round, tearing at its mouth with the bit, and clapped his spurs into its side, shouted something unintelligible at Sharpe or Hogan, and galloped back towards the impotent square in spurts of dust. Sterritt turned to them, appalled.


      ‘You can’t refuse an order!’


      Hogan’s patience snapped. Sharpe had never heard the little Irishman lose his temper but the events had exasperated him. ‘Don’t you bloody understand? Do you know what a skirmish line is? It’s a line of men scattered in front of the enemy. They’ll be ridden down like scarecrows! Christ! What does he think he’s doing?’


      Sterritt blanched in front of Hogan’s anger. He tried to placate the Engineer. ‘But someone’s got to do something.’


      ‘You’re quite right. They’ve got to get back over the bloody bridge and stop wasting our time!’


      Some of Sterritt’s company began tittering. Sharpe felt his own patience snap. He ignored Sterritt’s presence.


      ‘Quiet!’


      An embarrassed silence settled over the end of the bridge. It was broken by the giggling of the three Spanish women.


      ‘We can start with them.’ Hogan turned to them and shouted in Spanish. They looked at him, at each other, but he shouted again, insisting. Reluctantly they walked their horses past the Riflemen, past the officers, and back to the north bank.


      ‘That’s three less to get over the bridge anyway.’ Hogan looked at the sky. ‘It must be midday already.’


      The French must have been as bored as anyone else. Sharpe heard the notes of a bugle and watched as they formed into four squadrons. They still faced the bridge, their leading squadron about three hundred yards beyond the Spanish square. Instead of the two long lines they efficiently made ranks of ten men; their commander ironically saluted the squares with his sword, and gave the order to move. The horsemen went into a trot; they circled towards the Spanish, kept on circling; they were turning to ride away, back up the hill and off to the east where they would rejoin Marshal Victor and his army waiting for Wellesley’s advance.


      The disaster happened when the French were at the closest point where a wide turn would take them to the Regimienta de la Santa Maria. In frustration or in pride, but in complete stupidity, the Spanish Colonel gave the order to fire. Every musket that could be brought to bear exploded in flame and smoke, the balls shot uselessly away. A musket was optimistically effective at fifty yards; at two hundred, the distance between the French and the Spanish, the volley was simply thrown away. Sharpe saw just two horses fall.


      ‘Oh Christ!’ He had spoken out loud.


      There was a simple mathematics to what happened next. The Spanish had shot their volley and would take at least twenty seconds to reload. A galloping horse could cover two hundred yards in much less time. The French Colonel had no hesitation. His column was sideways to the Spanish, he gave his orders, the bugle sounded, and with a marvellous precision the French turned from a column of forty ranks of ten men each into ten lines of forty men. The first two spurred straight into the gallop, their sabres drawn; the others trotted or walked behind. There was still no reason for them to succeed. An infantry square, even without loaded muskets, was impervious to cavalry. All the men had to do was stay still and keep the bayonets firm and the horses would sheer away, flow down the sides of the square, and be blasted by the loaded muskets at the sides and backs of the formation.


      Sharpe ran a few paces forward. With a dreadful certainty he knew what would happen. The Spanish soldiers were ill-led, frightened. They had fired a volley terrifying in its noise and smoke, but their enemy was suddenly on them, the horses baring their teeth through the veils of musket smoke, the riders tall in their stirrups, shrieking, sabres aloft, and galloping straight for them. Like beads off a burst string the Spanish broke. The French launched another two lines of cavalry as the first crashed into the panicked mass. The sabres fell, rose bloodied, and fell again. The Chasseurs were literally hacking their way into the packed square, the horses unable to move against the crush of screaming men. The third line of Frenchmen swerved away, checked their line, and launched themselves against the Spaniards who had broken clear and were running for their lives. The Spanish dropped their muskets, ran for safety, ran towards the South Essex.


      The French were among them, riding along with the running men, hacking down expertly on the heads and shoulders of the fugitives. Behind them more lines of cavalry were trotting knee to knee into the attack. The French sabres came down right and left, more Spaniards broke from the mass, the colours went down, they were sprinting towards the British square, desperate for its safety. The South Essex could not see what was happening, only the Spanish coming towards them and the odd horsemen in the swirling dust.


      ‘Fire!’ Sharpe repeated the word. ‘Fire, you idiot.’


      Simmerson had one hope for survival. He had to blast the Spanish out of his way; otherwise the fugitives would break into his own square and let the horsemen through after them. He did nothing. With a groan Sharpe watched the Spanish reach the red ranks and beat aside the bayonets as they scrambled to safety. The South Essex gave ground; they split to let the desperate men into the hollow centre; the first Frenchman reached the ranks, cut down with his sabre, and was blasted from the saddle by musket fire. Sharpe watched the horse stagger from bullet wounds; it crashed sideways into the face of the square, dragging down all four ranks. Another horseman came to the gap; he hacked left and right, then he too was plucked from his horse by a volley. Then it was over. The French came into the gap, the square broke, the men mixed with the Spanish and ran. This time there was only one place to go. The bridge. Sharpe turned to Sterritt.


      ‘Get your company out of the way!’


      ‘What?’


      ‘Move! Come on, man, move!’


      If the company stayed at the bridge it would be swamped by fugitives. Sterritt sat on his horse and gaped at Sharpe, stunned and overwhelmed by the tragedy before him. Sharpe turned to the men.


      ‘This way! At the double!’


      Harper was there. Dependable Harper. Sharpe led, the men followed, Harper drove them. Off the road and down the bank. Sharpe saw Hogan alongside.


      ‘Get back, sir!’


      ‘I’m coming with you!’


      ‘You’re not. Who’ll blow the bridge?’


      Hogan disappeared. Sharpe ignored the chaos to his right, he ran down the bank, counting his steps. At seventy paces he judged they had gone far enough. Sterritt had disappeared. He whirled on them.


      ‘Halt! Three ranks!’


      His Riflemen were there; they had needed no orders. Behind him he could hear screams, the occasional cough of a musket, but above all the sound of hooves and of blades falling. He did not look. The men of the South Essex stared past him.


      ‘Look at me!’


      They looked at him. Tall and calm.


      ‘You’re in no danger. Just do as I say. Sergeant!’


      ‘Sir!’


      ‘Check the flints.’


      Harper grinned at him. The men of Sterritt’s company had to be calmed down, their hysteria smoothed by the familiar, and the big Irishman went down the ranks, forcing the men to take their eyes off the slaughter ahead and look at their muskets instead. One of the men, white with fear, looked up at the huge Sergeant. ‘What’s going to happen, Sarge?’


      ‘Happen? You’re going to earn your money, lad. You’re going to fight.’ He tugged at the man’s flint. ‘Loose as a good woman, lad, screw it up!’ The Sergeant looked down the ranks and laughed. Sharpe had saved eighty muskets and thirty rifles from the rout, and the French, God bless them, were about to have a fight.

    

  


  
    
      CHAPTER 7


    


    
      It was a shambles. Four minutes ago sixteen hundred infantry had been ranked on the field, officered and organised; now most of them were running for the bridge; they threw away muskets, packs, anything that might slow them down and bring the methodical sabres of the French closer to their heels. The French Colonel was good. He concentrated some of his men on the fugitives, driving them at a trot, cutting left and right as simply as on the practice field, driving the panicked mass to the killing ground at the bridge’s entrance. More horsemen had been ordered against the remnants of the British square, a huddle of men fighting desperately round the colours, but Sharpe could see more cavalry, standing motionless in two ranks, the French reserve which could be thrown in to sustain the attack or break any sudden resistance from the infantry.


      There was no point in defending the bridge. It was well enough protected from the French by the turbulent mass of men struggling for its dubious safety. Sharpe guessed that perhaps a thousand men were trying to thread themselves on to a roadway just wide enough for an ox-cart. It was an unbelievable sight. Sharpe had seen panic on a battlefield before, but never quite like this. Less than a hundred horsemen were driving ten times their number in horrific flight. The crowd at the bridge could not move forward, the press of bodies was too great, but Spanish and British fought and seethed, clawed and shoved, desperate to escape the Chasseurs who cut at the fringes of the crowd. Even those who succeeded in pushing their way onto the bridge were not safe. Sharpe caught a glimpse of men falling into the water where the bridge was broken and where Hogan had destroyed the parapets. Other men, harried by sabres, joined the back of the crowd. The French had no chance of cutting their way through that immense barrier of bone and flesh; nor were they trying to get to the bridge. Instead the Chasseurs kept the panic boiling so that the men had no chance to reform and turn on their pursuers with loaded muskets and raised bayonets. The horsemen were almost lackadaisical in their sabre cuts. Sharpe saw one man cheerfully urging the fugitives on with the flat of his sword. It took effort to kill a man, especially if he was wearing his pack and had turned his back. Inexperienced horsemen swept their blades in impressive arcs that slammed into a soldier’s back; the victim would collapse, only to discover, astonished, that his injury was merely a sliced pack and greatcoat. The veteran Chasseurs waited until they were level with their targets and then cut backwards at the unprotected face, and Sharpe knew there would be far more wounded than dead, horribly wounded, faces mangled by the blades, heads opened to the bone. He turned to his front.


      Here there was proper fighting. The colours of the South Essex were still flying, though the men surrounding them had lost all semblance of a proper formation. They had been forced into a crude ring, pressed back by horsemen, and they fought off the sabres and hooves with sword and bayonet. It was a desperate fight. The French had thrown most of their men against the small band; they may have stood no chance of capturing the bridge, but inside the terrified ring was a greater prize. The colours. For the French to ride off the field with captured colours was to ride into glory, to become heroes, to know that the tale would be told throughout Europe. The man who captured the colours could name his own reward, whether in money, women, or rank, and the Chasseurs tried to break the British resistance with a savage fury. The South Essex were fighting back, no less desperate, their efforts fired by the fanatical determination that their flags should not fall. To lose the colours was the ultimate disgrace.


      It had taken Sharpe only a few seconds to comprehend the utter chaos in front of him; there were no choices to be made; he would go forward towards the colours, hoping the ring of survivors could hold out against the horsemen long enough for his company to bring their muskets and bayonets into range. He turned to the men. Harper had done his work well. Riflemen were scattered through the ranks to bolster the frayed nerves of the men from Sterritt’s company. The men in green jackets grinned at Sharpe. The men in red stood appalled and nervous. Sharpe noted that Harper had put a file of Riflemen at each end of the company, the vulnerable flanks which would be the weakest points of his force and where only steady nerves and rigid bayonets would deter the swooping horsemen. Two nervous Lieutenants had been pushed into the files, and like the other men of Sterritt’s company they flicked their eyes at the crowd near the bridge. They wanted to run, they wanted the safety of the other bank, but Sharpe could also see two steady Sergeants who had seen battle before and calmly waited for orders.


      ‘We’re going forward. To the colours.’ Some of the faces were white with fear. ‘There’s nothing to be frightened about. As long as you stay in ranks. Understand? You must stay in ranks.’ He spoke simply and forcibly. Some of the men still looked towards the fugitives and the bridge. ‘If anyone breaks ranks they will be shot.’ Now they looked at him. Harper grinned. ‘And no-one fires without my orders. No-one.’ They understood. He unslung his rifle, threw it to Pendleton and drew his great killing blade. ‘Forward!’


      He walked a few paces in front listening to Harper call out the dressing and rhythm of the advance. He hurried. There was little time, and he guessed that the first two hundred yards would be easy enough. They advanced over the flat, open ground, unencumbered by horsemen. The difficult stretch was the final hundred paces when the company would have to keep in ranks while they stepped over the dead and wounded and when the French would realise the danger and challenge them. He wondered how much time had elapsed since the fatal Spanish volley; it could only be minutes, yet suddenly he was feeling again the sensations of battle. There was a familiar detachment; he knew it would last until the first volley or blow, and he noticed irrelevant details; it seemed as if the ground were moving beneath him rather than he walking on the dusty, cracked soil of early summer. He saw each sparse blade of pale grass; there were ants scurrying round white specks in the dirt. The fight round the colours seemed far away, the sounds tiny, and he wanted to close the gap. There were the beginnings of excitement, elation even, at the nearness of battle. Some men were fulfilled by music, others by trade; there were men who took pleasure in working the soil, but Sharpe’s instincts were for this. For the danger of battle. He had been a soldier half his life, he knew the discomforts, the injustices, he knew the half-pitying glances of men whose business let them sleep safe at night, but they did not know this. He knew that not all soldiers felt it; he could feel ashamed of it if he gave himself time to think, but this was not the time.


      The French were being held. Someone had organised the survivors of the British square, and there was a kneeling front rank, its muskets jammed into the turf, bayonets reaching up at the chests of the horses. The sabres cut ineffectively at the angled muskets; there were shouts, screams of men and horses, a veil of powder smoke in which flashes of flame and steel ringed the colours. As he walked, the great sword held low in his hand, he could see riderless horses trotting round the melee where Chasseurs had been shot or dragged from the saddles. Some of the French were on foot, scything their blades or even tearing with bare hands at the British ranks. An officer of the South Essex forced his horse out of the ring, the ranks closing instantly behind him. He was hatless, his face unrecognisable under a mask of blood. He wrenched his horse into a charge and lunged his slim, straight sword into the body of a Chasseur. The blade stuck. Sharpe watched him tug at the handle, his crazed fanaticism turning to fear, and in an instant a Frenchman showed how it should be done, his sabre neatly spearing into the Englishman’s chest; the blade turned, easily drawn out as the red-coated officer fell with his victim. Another Chasseur, on foot, hacked blindly at the unyielding ranks. A soldier parried the blow, jabbed forward with the bayonet, and the Frenchman was dead. Well done, thought Sharpe, the point always beats the edge.


      A bugle call. He looked right and saw the French reserve walk forward. They advanced deliberately towards the carnage round the colours. They held no sabres, and Sharpe knew what was in the mind of the French Colonel. The British square, or what was left of it, had held and the light cavalry sabres could not break it. But Chasseurs, unlike most cavalry, carried carbines, and they planned to pour a volley from close range into the red-coated ranks that would tear them apart and let the swordsmen into the gap. He increased his pace but knew they could not reach the colours before the fresh cavalry, and he watched, sickened, as with meticulous discipline some of the hacking swordsmen wheeled their mounts away from the crude square to give the carbines a field of fire. The horsemen picked their way through the dead and wounded. Sharpe saw the British feverishly loading muskets, skinning their knuckles on the barrels, but they were too late. The French stopped, fired, wheeled to let a second rank stop and hurl their volley at the South Essex. A few muskets replied, one Chasseur toppled to the ground, a ramrod wheeled wickedly through the air as some terrified soldier shot it from his half loaded musket. The French volleys tore the front ranks apart; a great wound was opened in the red formation, and the enemy poured in their curved blades to hold it apart and claw deeper into the infantry, where they could snatch and win the greatest prize a man could win on the battlefield.


      Sharpe’s men were among the bodies now. He stepped over a British private whose head had been virtually severed by a sabre cut. Behind him someone retched. He remembered that most of the men of the South Essex had never seen a battle, had no real idea what weapons did to man’s flesh. The survivors of the square were falling back towards him, retreating from the wounded edge, losing cohesion. He saw the colours dip and rise again, caught a glimpse of an officer screaming at the men, urging them to fight back at the horses that lashed with their hooves and carried the terrible sabres. There was so little time. More Frenchmen were fighting on foot, trying to beat aside the bayonets and force their way to the flag-staffs, to glory. Then he had his own problems. He saw a French officer tugging and hitting at his men; Sharpe’s company had been spotted, and the Frenchman knew what a hundred loaded muskets could do to the packed horsemen who were concentrated round the flags. He pulled some of the men out of the fight, aligned them hurriedly, and launched them against the new danger. He had only managed to scrape together a dozen men and horses. Sharpe turned.


      ‘Halt!’


      He kept his back to the horsemen. In his head he knew how many seconds he had, and the frightened men of the South Essex who stared at him desperately needed a demonstration of what well-fought infantry could do to cavalry.


      ‘Rear rank! About turn!’ He needed to guard the rear in case any horsemen circled round. Harper was there. ‘Front rank, kneel!’


      He walked towards them, calmly, and climbed over the kneeling front rank so that he was in the safety of the formation. The horses were fifty yards away.


      ‘Only the middle rank will fire! Only the middle rank! Riflemen, hold your fire! Only the middle rank! Wait for it! Aim low! Aim at the stomach! We’re going to let them come close! Wait! Wait! Wait!’


      The swords of the French were bloodied to the hilt, their horses were lathered, the riders’ faces drawn back in the rictus of men who have fought and killed desperately. Yet their victory over four times their number had been so easily gained that these horsemen thought themselves capable of anything. The dozen Frenchmen rode at Sharpe’s company, oblivious of their danger, confident in their ecstasy that these British would collapse as easily as the two squares. Sharpe watched them come at a reckless gallop, saw the clods of turf thrown up by the hooves, the bared teeth and flying manes of the horses. He waited, kept talking in a measured, loud voice.


      ‘Wait for them! Wait! Wait!’ Forty yards, thirty. At the last moment the French officer realised what he had done. Sharpe watched him saw at his horse’s bit, but it was too late.


      ‘Fire!’


      The Chasseurs disintegrated. It was a small volley, only a couple of dozen muskets, but he fired it murderously close. The horses fell; a couple skidded almost to the front rank; riders were hurled onto the ground in a maelstrom of hooves, sabres and arms. Not one Chasseur was left.


      ‘On your feet! Forward!’


      He stepped in front again and led them past the bloody remains of their attackers. One Frenchman was alive, his leg broken by his falling horse, and he slashed upwards at Sharpe with his sabre. Sharpe did not bother to cut back. He kicked the wounded man’s wrist so that the blade fell from his hand. The company stepped round the dead men and horses; they began to hurry; the fight round the colours was being lost, the British being forced back, the French inching forward behind the searing blades. Sharpe saw the long pikes of the Sergeants who guarded the colours being used; one of them swung over the chaos; it crashed on to a horse’s head so that it reared up, throwing its rider, blood streaming from its forelock. The discipline of the square had vanished with the French carbine fire. Sharpe could see no officers; they had to be there, but now the French were close to the colours and men from the shattered square were running towards Sharpe and the safety of his levelled bayonets. He beat them aside with his sword, screamed at them to go to the side. He had to halt, unable to make headway against the fugitives, and he swung the flat of his blade at them. Harper joined him and beat at the fugitives with his rifle butt; the Irishman’s huge bulk forced the running men to the flanks, where they could safely join Sharpe’s company. Then it was clear and he went on, the blade still swinging, his blood seething with the joy of it. He had not intended a bayonet charge but there was so little time. The colours were swaying, a Frenchman’s hand on a staff was cut down by an officer’s sword, and then the colours collapsed.


      Sharpe screamed unintelligible words; he was running, the men behind him stumbling on bodies and slipping on the smears of new blood. A dismounted Chasseur came for him, the sabre cutting at him in a great sweep. He put up his blade, the Frenchman’s sword shattered, he cut at his neck, felt the man fall and stumbled on. Horses blocked his sight of the colours; there were the cracks of the rifles; a man fell. He caught a glimpse of Harper bodily pulling a Chasseur off his horse; the Sergeant’s face was a terrible mask of rage and strength. Another horseman came, heaving on his rein to clear his swing at Sharpe, and disappeared backwards as Sharpe cracked his great sword into the horse’s jaw. He saw the horse rear up, screaming, the Chasseur let go of his sabre and Sharpe caught a glimpse of the shining blade hanging from its wrist strap as man and horse fell backwards. There was still a group of redcoats by the fallen colours, surrounded by horsemen, and Sharpe saw two Frenchmen dismount to pull at the last defenders with their bare hands.


      Then the red jackets seemed to disappear; there were only Chasseurs and French shouts of triumph as the dead were heaved from the staffs and the colours snatched up. Sharpe turned and held the blood-covered blade high over his head.


      ‘Halt! Present!’ He was directly in their line of fire and he threw himself flat, pulling Harper down, as he screamed the order to fire. The volley smashed overhead, and then they were up and running. The musket balls had plucked the Frenchmen from the colours, the flags had fallen again, but this time surrounded by enemy as well as British dead.


      There were only a few yards to go but there were more horsemen spurring in towards the place where so many had died for the possession of the colours. Sharpe threw himself over the bodies, scrambled on blood and limbs, reached for a staff and pulled it towards him. It was the Regimental Colour, its bright yellow field torn with fresh holes, and he jammed his sword point downwards into a corpse and swung the staff like a primitive club at the horsemen. The King’s Colour was too far away. Harper was going for it, but a horse cannoned into the Sergeant and threw him back. Another horse reared and swerved from the great billow of yellow silk in Sharpe’s hand, a sword struck the staff and Sharpe saw splinters fly from the new wood; then he was hit by the net of forage strapped to the saddle and thrown over. He could smell the horses, see the hooves in the air over him, the face of the Frenchman framed by his silver shako chain bending towards him to pluck the colour from his hands. He held on. A hoof came down by his face, the horse twisted away from the corpses it had stepped on, the rider tugged and suddenly let go. Sharpe saw Harper swinging a great sergeant’s pike. He had hit the rider in the spine with its blade and the man slid gently on top of Sharpe, his last breath sighing softly in the Rifleman’s ear.


      Sharpe pulled himself from beneath the body. He left the colour there; it was as safe as in his hands. Harper was swinging the pike, keeping the horsemen at bay. Where was the company? Sharpe looked round and saw them running towards the fight. They were so slow! He looked for his sword, found it, and plucked it from the body where he had thrust it. The horsemen still came, trying desperately to force their unwilling horses onto the mounds of dead. Sharpe screamed again; Harper was bellowing, but there was no enemy within sword’s length. He went forward towards the King’s Colour. He could see it lying beneath two bodies some five yards away. He slipped on blood, stood again, but there were three dismounted Frenchmen coming for him with drawn sabres. Harper was beside him; one Chasseur went down with the pike blade in his stomach, the other sank beneath Sharpe’s blade which had cut through the sabre parry as though the Frenchman’s sword was made of fragile ivory. But the third had got the Union Jack, had tugged it from the bodies and was holding it out to the mounted men behind. Sharpe and Harper lunged forward; the pike thunked into the Chasseur’s back but he had done his job. A horseman had snatched the fringe of the flag and was spurring away. There were more Frenchmen coming, clawing at the two Riflemen for the second colour, too many!


      ‘Hold them, Patrick! Hold them!’


      Harper whirled the pike, screamed at them, was Cuchulain of the Red Hand, the inviolable. He stood with his legs apart, his huge height dominating the fight, begging the green-uniformed Frenchmen to come and be killed. Sharpe scrambled back to the Regimental Colour, pulled it from the body, and threw it like a javelin at the advancing company. He watched it fall into their ranks. It was safe. Harper was still there, growling at the enemy, defying them, but there was no more fight. Sharpe stood beside him, sword in hand, and the Frenchmen turned, found horses, and mounted to ride away. One of them turned and faced the two Riflemen, lifted a bloodied sabre in grave salute, and Sharpe raised his own red sword in reply.


      Someone slapped his back; men shouted as though he had won a victory when all he had done was halve the victory of the French. The company was with them, standing with the dead, watching the Chasseurs trot away with their trophy. There was no hope of retrieving the King’s Colour; it was already three hundred yards away, surrounded by triumphant horsemen at the beginning of its long journey which would take it over the Pyrenees to be mocked by the Parisian mob before it joined the other colours, Italian, Prussian, Austrian, Russian and Spanish, that marked French victories round Europe. Sharpe watched it go and felt sickened and ashamed. The Spanish colours were there too, both of them, but they were not his concern. His own honour was tied up with the captured flag, his reputation as a soldier; it was a question of pride.


      He touched Harper on the elbow. ‘Are you all right?’


      ‘Yes, sir.’ The Sergeant was panting, still holding the pike, which was bloodied for half its length. ‘Yourself?’


      ‘I’m fine. Well done. And thank you.’


      Harper shook the compliment off but grinned at his Lieutenant. ‘It was a rare one, sir. At least we got one back.’


      Sharpe turned to look at the colour. It hung above the company, tattered and blood-stained, lost and regained. An officer was below it and Sharpe recognised Leroy, morose, solitary Captain Leroy, whom Lennox had described as the only other decent soldier in the Battalion. His face was masked in blood, and Sharpe pushed through the ranks towards him.


      ‘Sir?’


      ‘Well done, Sharpe. This is a miserable shambles.’ The Captain’s voice was strange, the accent unusual, and Sharpe remembered he came from America; one of the small band of loyalists who still fought for the Mother country. Sharpe indicated Leroy’s head.


      ‘Are you hurt badly?’


      ‘That’s just a scratch. I’ve been cut in the leg though.’


      Sharpe looked down. Leroy’s thigh was smothered in blood. ‘What happened?’


      ‘I was at the colours. Thank God you came, though Simmerson deserves to lose both. The bastard.’


      Sharpe looked towards the bridge. Little could be seen of it because the field between was still full of French horsemen. There were puffs of smoke and the crackle of musketry, so someone had organised a scratch defence, but the Chasseurs were no longer fighting. Bugles called them from the slaughter, back up the road to where they formed ranks round their three trophies. They should feel proud of themselves, thought Sharpe; four hundred light cavalry had broken two Regiments, captured three colours, and all because of the stupidity and pride of Simmerson and the Spanish Colonel. He wondered where Simmerson was. He had not been in the group round the colours unless his dead body lay in one of the heaps. He turned to Leroy.


      ‘Have you seen Simmerson?’


      ‘God knows what happened to him. Forrest was there.’


      ‘Dead?’


      Leroy shrugged. ‘I don’t know.’


      ‘Lennox?’


      ‘I haven’t seen him. He was in the square.’


      Sharpe looked round the field. It was an appalling sight. The spot where they stood, where the colours had been fought for, was ringed with bodies. There were wounded men, stirring and crying, horses that lay on their sides, coughed blood, and beat the soil in a frantic tattoo. Sharpe found a Sergeant.


      ‘Get those horses shot, Sergeant.’


      ‘Sir?’ The man stared dumbly at Sharpe.


      ‘Shoot them! Hurry!’


      He could not stand the sight of the wounded animals. Men walked to them and pointed muskets at their heads, and Sharpe turned to count his Riflemen.


      ‘They’re all safe, sir.’ Harper had counted already.


      ‘Thanks.’ They had been in little danger as long as they stayed in ranks and kept the bayonets steady. He remembered thinking the same thing as the South Essex proudly marched up the field, banners waving, and now they were broken. He tried to estimate the butcher’s bill. There were no more than thirty or forty dead Frenchmen on the field, a high enough price from four hundred, but they had gained glory for their Regiment and had inflicted appalling losses on the British and Spanish. A hundred dead? He looked at the piles of dead, the broken trail of bodies leading to the bridge; it was impossible to guess the number. It would be high, and there would be far more wounded, men whose faces had been laid open by the horsemen, blinded men who would be led to Lisbon, shipped home, and abandoned to the cold charity of a society long inured to maimed beggars. He shivered.


      But it was not just the dead and injured. In its first fight Simmerson’s Battalion had lost its pride as well. For sixteen years Sharpe had fought for the army, had defended colours in the melee of battle and thrust with a bayonet as he tried to reach the enemy’s standard; he had seen captured banners paraded through camp and felt the fierce elation of victory, but this was the first time he had seen a British flag taken on the field and he knew how his enemies would celebrate when the trophy reached Marshal Victor’s army. Soon Wellesley’s army would have to fight a battle, not a skirmish against four squadrons of Chasseurs, but a real battle in which the killing machines of the artillery made survival a game of chance, and their enemies would now go into that battle with their spirits raised because they had already humiliated the British. He felt the beginnings of an idea, an idea so outrageous that he smiled, and young Pendleton, waiting to return his rifle, grinned back at his officer.


      ‘We did it, sir! We did it!’


      ‘Did what?’ Sharpe wanted to savour his idea but there was too much to do.


      ‘Saved the flag, sir. Didn’t we?’


      Sharpe looked at the teenager’s face. After a life of thieving in the streets of Bristol the boy had a pinched, hungry face, but his eyes were shining and there was a desperate plea for reassurance in his expression. Sharpe smiled. ‘We did it.’


      ‘I know we lost the other one, sir, but that wasn’t our fault, was it, sir?’


      ‘No. If it hadn’t been for us they’d have lost both flags. Well done!’


      The boy beamed. ‘And you and Sergeant Harper, sir.’ The boy’s words tumbled out in his urgent need to share the excitement. ‘They was terrified of you, sir!’


      Sharpe took his rifle and laughed. ‘I don’t know about Sergeant Harper, but I was fairly frightened, too.’


      Pendleton laughed. ‘You’re just saying that, sir!’


      Sharpe smiled and walked away among the bodies. There was so much to do, the dead to be buried, the wounded to be patched up. He looked towards the bridge. It was empty now, the fugitives had crossed, and Sharpe could see them being organised into companies on the far bank. The French were half a mile away, in ordered ranks, and watching a lone horseman who was trotting his horse towards Sharpe. He supposed it was a French officer coming to discuss a truce while they sorted out their wounded. Sharpe felt a great weariness. He looked back at the bridge and wondered why Simmerson was not sending any men across to start the grave-digging, the bandaging, the stripping of the dead. It would take a whole day to clear up this mess. Sharpe slung his rifle and started walking towards the Chasseur officer, whose horse was picking a delicate course through the bodies. He raised a hand in salute.


      And at that moment the bridge exploded.

    

  


  
    
      CHAPTER 8


    


    
      The bridge was reluctant to be destroyed. It had stood through two millennia over the waters of the Tagus, and the old stonework yielded slowly to the modern explosives. The central pier gave a deep shudder that was felt as far away as Sharpe and his company; they wheeled round to see what had caused it, and dust flew from the crevices of the masonry. For a second it seemed as if the bridge might hold; the stones bulged and then tore themselves apart with an agonising slowness, until the black powder finally won and the masonry was blasted outwards in an obscene gout of smoke and flame. The road on the bridge rose into the air, hung suspended for a fraction, and then collapsed into the water. The pier, two arches, the purpose of the bridge, all were destroyed by the thunderous explosion that rolled interminably across the flat grasslands, frightening the horses of the French, making the loose horses whose owners had been unseated in battle whinny and gallop fitfully on the grass, as though looking for human reassurance. A huge, dirty plume of smoke, boiling with ancient dust, rose over the ruined spans, the water seethed, far up and down stream the stones fell into the green depths; only slowly did silence follow the thunder, the river rearrange itself to the new pattern of stones on its bed, the black smoke drift slowly westwards like a small, low, malevolent storm cloud. Hogan need not have worried. Forty feet had been ripped from the bridge, Wellesley was safe from marauding cavalry to his south, and Sharpe and his men were now marooned on the wrong side of the Tagus.


      Captain Leroy collapsed on the grass. Sharpe wondered if he had been hit by some stray and freakishly driven stone chip from the bridge but the Captain shook his head.


      ‘It’s my leg. Don’t worry, Sharpe, I’ll manage.’ Leroy nodded towards the smoking ruin of the bridge. ‘Why the hell did they do that?’


      Sharpe wished he knew. Had it been a mistake? Hogan surely would have waited for Sharpe and his swollen company of two hundred men to reach the safety of the other bank before lighting the fuses that ran into the base of the pier? He stared across the river but there was no sense to be made of the activity he could see, the men parading in companies; he thought he could see Simmerson on his grey horse surrounded by officers, staring at the destruction wrought to the bridge.


      ‘Sir, sir.’ Gataker, the Rifleman, was calling him. The French Chasseur officer had arrived, a Captain, with a suntanned face split by a large black moustache. Sharpe walked to him and saluted. The Frenchman returned the salute and looked round at the carnage.


      ‘Congratulations on your fight, Monsieur.’ He spoke perfect English; courteously, gravely, with respect. Sharpe acknowledged the compliment.


      ‘You have our congratulations, too. You have won a notable victory, sir.’ The words felt stilted and inept. It was extraordinary how men could claw savagely at each other, fight like demented fiends, yet in a few moments become polite, generous even about the damage an enemy had inflicted. The French Captain smiled briefly.


      ‘Thank you, M’sieu.’ He paused a moment, looked at the bodies lying near the bridge, and when he turned back to Sharpe his expression had changed; it had become less formal and more curious. ‘Why did you come across the river?’


      Sharpe shrugged. ‘I don’t know.’


      The Frenchman dismounted and looped his reins on his wrist. ‘You were unlucky.’ He smiled at Sharpe. ‘But you and your men fought well and now this?’ He nodded at the bridge.


      Sharpe shrugged again. The Chasseur Captain with the big moustache looked at him for a moment. ‘I think perhaps you are most unlucky in your Colonel, yes?’ He spoke quietly so that the men who were staring curiously at their erstwhile enemy should not hear. Sharpe did not react, but the Frenchman spread his hands. ‘We have them, too. My regrets, M’sieu.’


      It was all getting too polite, too cosy. Sharpe looked at the bodies lying untended in the field. ‘You wish to discuss the wounded?’


      ‘I did, M’sieu, I did. Not that I think we have too many, but we need your permission to search this piece of the field. As for the rest,’ he bowed slightly to Sharpe. ‘We are the masters of it.’


      It was true. Chasseurs were now riding around the field corralling the stray horses. They were gaining a bonus, for there were half a dozen English thoroughbreds, lost by officers of the South Essex, and Sharpe knew they would be better remounts than anything the French could hope to buy in Spain. But there was something curious about the wording the Captain had used.


      ‘You did, sir? Did?’ Sharpe looked into the sympathetic brown eyes of the Frenchman, who shrugged slightly.


      ‘The situation, M’sieu, has changed.’ He waved a hand at the destroyed bridge. ‘I think you will have problems reaching the other side? Yes?’ Sharpe nodded, it was undeniable. ‘I think, M’sieu, my Colonel will want to renew the fight after a suitable period.’


      Sharpe laughed. He pointed at the muskets, the rifles, the long bayonets. ‘When you are ready, sir, when you are ready.’


      The Frenchman laughed too. ‘I will enquire, M’sieu, and inform you in ample time.’ He pulled out a watch. ‘Shall we say that we have one hour in which to look after our wounded? After that we shall talk again.’


      He was giving Sharpe no choice. An hour was not nearly enough for his two hundred men to collect the wounded, carry them despite their agony, bring them to the entrance of the bridge and devise a way of getting them to safety. On the other hand an hour was far more than the French needed, and he knew there was no point in asking for more time. The Captain unlooped his reins and prepared to mount.


      ‘My congratulations again. Lieutenant?’ Sharpe nodded. ‘And my sincere regrets. Bonne chance!’ He mounted and cantered back towards the skyline.


      Sharpe took stock of his new company. The survivors from the square had added some seventy men to his small command. Leroy was the senior officer, of course, but his wound forced him to leave the decisions to Sharpe. There were two more Lieutenants, Knowles from the Light Company and a man called John Berry. Berry was overweight with fleshy lips, a young man who petulantly demanded the date of Sharpe’s commission, and, on finding Sharpe was his senior, complained sulkily that his horse had been shot. Sharpe suspected that it was the only reason Berry had stayed with the colours.


      The working parties took jackets from the dead, threaded the sleeves onto abandoned muskets, and made crude stretchers on which wounded men were carried to the bridge. Half the men worked on the piles round the spot where Sharpe and Harper had clambered across the blood and corpses to rescue the colour; the other half worked among the bodies that formed a fan shape ending at the entrance to the bridge. The French were swiftly finished and started rummaging through the blue-coated bodies of the Spanish. It was not mercy they were showing but a desire to loot the dead and the wounded. The British did the same, there was no stopping them; the spoils of a fight were the one reward of the survivors. The Riflemen, on Sharpe’s orders, collected abandoned muskets, dozens of them, and took ammunition pouches from the dead. If the French should attack then Sharpe planned to arm each man with three or four loaded guns and meet the horsemen with a continuous volley that would destroy the attackers. It would not bring back the lost colour. That had gone for ever or until in some unimaginable future the army might march into Paris and take back the trophy. As he moved among the carnage, directing the work, he doubted if the French really meant to attack again. The losses they would incur would hardly be worth the effort; perhaps instead they were hoping for his surrender.


      He helped Leroy to the bridge, propped him against the parapet, and cut away the white breeches. There was a bullet wound in the American’s thigh, dark and oozing, but the carbine ball had gone clean through, and, despite Leroy’s evident disgust, Sharpe summoned Harper to put maggots in the wound before binding it with a strip torn from the shirt of a dead man. Forrest was alive, stunned and bleeding, found where the colours had fallen with his sword still gripped in his hand. Sharpe propped him next to Leroy. It would be minutes before Forrest recovered himself, and Sharpe doubted whether the Major, who looked like a vicar, would want to take any more military action that day. He put the colour with the two wounded officers, propped its great yellow flag over the parapet as a symbol of defiance to the French, but what about the British? Twice he had walked gingerly to the edge of the broken roadway and hailed the far bank, but it was as if the men there inhabited a different world, went about their business oblivious of the carnage just a few hundred feet away. For the third time Sharpe walked out onto the bridge through the broken stones.


      ‘Hello!’ There could only be thirty minutes of the hour left. He cupped his hands again. ‘Hello!’


      Hogan appeared, waved to him, and came across the other part of the broken bridge. It was reassuring to see the Engineer’s blue coat and cocked hat, but there was something different about the uniform. Sharpe could not place the oddity but it was there. He waved at the gap between them.


      ‘What happened?’


      Hogan spread his hands. ‘Not my doing. Simmerson lit the fuse.’


      ‘For God’s sake, why?’


      ‘Why do you think? He got frightened. Thought the French would swarm all over him. I’m sorry. I tried to stop him but I’m under arrest.’ That was it! Hogan wore no sword. The Irishman grinned happily at Sharpe. ‘So are you, by the way.’


      Sharpe swore viciously and at length. Hogan let him finish. ‘I know, Sharpe, I know. It’s just plain stupid. It’s all because we refused to let your Riflemen form a skirmish line, remember?’


      ‘He thinks that would have saved him?’


      ‘He has to blame someone. He won’t blame himself, so you and I are the scapegoats.’ Hogan took off his hat and scratched his balding pate. ‘I couldn’t give a damn, Richard. It’ll just mean enduring the man’s spleen till we get back to the army. After that we’ll hear no more about it. The General will tear him apart! Don’t worry yourself!’


      It seemed ridiculous to be discussing their mutual arrest in shouts across the gap where the water broke white on the shattered stonework. Sharpe waved his hand at the wounded.


      ‘What about this lot? We’ve got dozens of wounded and the French are coming back soon. We need help. What’s he doing?’


      ‘Doing?’ Hogan shook his head. ‘He’s like a chicken with its head chopped off. He’s drilling the men, that’s what he’s doing. Any poor sod who doesn’t have a musket will be lucky if he only gets three dozen lashes. The bastard doesn’t know what to do!’


      ‘But for Christ’s sake!’


      Hogan held up his hand. ‘I know, I know. I’ve told him he’s got to get timber and ropes.’ He pointed at the forty-foot gap. ‘I can’t hope to get timber to bridge this, but we can make rafts and float them across. But there’s no timber here. He’ll have to send back for it!’


      ‘Has he done it?’


      ‘No.’ Hogan said no more. Sharpe could imagine the argument he had had with Simmerson, and he knew the Engineer would have done his best. For a moment they discussed names, who was dead, who was wounded. Hogan asked after Lennox but Sharpe had no news, and he wondered whether the Scotsman was lying dead on the field. Then there was the clatter of hooves and Sharpe saw Lieutenant Christian Gibbons ride onto the bridge behind Hogan. The blond lieutenant stared down at the Engineer.


      ‘I thought you were under arrest, Captain, and confined?’


      Hogan looked up at the arrogant Lieutenant. ‘I needed a piss.’


      Sharpe laughed. Hogan waved, wished him luck, and turned back to the convent leaving Sharpe facing Gibbons across the water. The Lieutenant’s uniform was clean and pristine.


      ‘You’re under arrest, Sharpe, and I am ordered to tell you that Sir Henry will request a General Court Martial.’


      Sharpe laughed. It was the only possible response, and it enraged the Lieutenant. ‘It’s no laughing matter! You are ordered to surrender your sword to me.’


      Sharpe looked at the water. ‘Will you fetch it, Gibbons? Or shall I bring it to you?’


      Gibbons ignored the comment. He had been given a message to deliver and was determined to reach the end, whatever the difficulties. ‘And you are ordered to return the Regimental Colour.’


      It was unbelievable. Sharpe could scarcely credit his ears. He stood on the shattered bridge in the searing heat while behind him were rows of wounded men whose cries could clearly be heard, yet Simmerson had sent his nephew to demand that Sharpe surrender his sword and hand over the colour.


      ‘Why was the bridge blown up?’


      ‘It is not your business, Sharpe.’


      ‘It damn well is, Gibbons, I’m on the wrong bloody side of it.’ He looked at the elegant Lieutenant, whose uniform was quite unstained by any blood or earth. He suspected Simmerson’s uniform would be the same. ‘Were you going to abandon the wounded, Gibbons? Was that it?’


      The Lieutenant looked at Sharpe with distaste. ‘Will you please fetch the colour, Sharpe, and throw it to this side of the bridge?’


      ‘Go away, Gibbons.’ Sharpe spoke with an equal disdain. ‘Get your precious uncle to talk with me, not his lapdog. As for the colour? It stays here. You deserted it and I fought for it. My men fought for it and it stays with us till you get us back across the river. Do you understand?’ His voice was rising with anger. ‘So tell that to your fat windbag! He gets his colour with us. And tell him the French are coming back for another attack. They want that colour and that’s why I’m keeping my sword, Gibbons, so that I can fight for it!’ He drew the thirty-five inches of steel. There had been no time to clean the blade, and Gibbons could scarcely take his eyes off the crusted blood. ‘And Gibbons. If you want this you can bloody well come and get it yourself.’ He turned away from the Lieutenant, back to the wounded and dead, back to where Harper was waiting with a distressed face.


      ‘Sergeant?’


      ‘We found Captain Lennox, sir. He’s bad.’


      Sharpe followed Harper through the rows of wounded, who stared at him dumbly. There was so little he could do! He could bind up wounds but there was no way to dull the pain. He needed brandy, a doctor, help. And now Lennox.


      The Scotsman was white, his face drawn with pain, but he nodded and grinned when Sharpe squatted beside him. Sharpe felt a pang of guilt when he remembered the last words he had spoken to the Captain of the Light Company only a few feet from this spot. They had been ‘enjoy yourself’. Lennox grinned through the pain.


      ‘I told you he was mad, Richard. Now this. I’m dying.’ He spoke matter-of-factly. Sharpe shook his head.


      ‘You’re not. You’ll be all right. They’re making rafts. We’ll get you home, to a doctor, you’ll be all right.’


      It was Lennox’s turn to shake his head. It moved with agonising slowness, and he bit his lip as a fresh stab of pain shot through him. The lower half of his body was soaked in blood, and Sharpe did not dare pull at the soaked and torn uniform for fear of making the wound worse. Lennox breathed a long sigh.


      ‘Don’t cheat me, Sharpe. I’m dying and I know it.’ His Scottish accent was thicker. He looked up into Sharpe’s face. ‘The fool tried to make me form a skirmish line.’


      ‘Me too.’


      Lennox nodded slowly. He frowned slightly. ‘I was caught early on. Bastard laid me open with a sabre, right in the belly. I couldna’ do a thing.’ He looked up again. ‘What happened?’


      Sharpe told him. Told how the Spanish had broken the British square by seeking safety inside, how the survivors had rallied and beaten off the French attack, of the carbine fire and the loss of the colour. When he spoke of the King’s Colour Lennox flinched in pain. The disgrace of it hurt more than the ripped open body that was killing him.


      ‘Sir! Sir!’ A private was calling Sharpe, but he waved him away. Lennox was trying to say something but the private insisted. ‘Sir!’


      Sharpe turned and saw three Chasseurs trotting towards him. The hour must be up.


      ‘More trouble?’ Lennox grinned weakly.


      ‘Yes. But it can wait.’


      Lennox’s hand gripped Sharpe’s. ‘No. I can wait. I’ll not die yet. Listen. I have something I want to ask you. You and that big Irishman. Will you come back? Promise?’ Sharpe nodded. ‘Promise?’


      ‘I promise.’ He stood up, surprised that he had to wipe his vision clear, and walked between the wounded to where the Chasseurs waited. The Captain who had come before was there and with him two troopers, who looked curiously at the charnel house their sabres had created. Sharpe saluted, suddenly realising that he still held the sword with its crusted blade, and the French Captain winced when he saw it.


      ‘M’sieu.’


      ‘Sir.’


      ‘The hour is up.’


      ‘We have still not collected all our wounded.’


      The Frenchman nodded gravely. He looked round the field. There was another hour’s work, and that was before Sharpe could hope to begin dealing with the dead. He turned back to Sharpe and spoke gently.


      ‘I think, M’sieu, you must consider yourselves our prisoners.’ He waved down Sharpe’s protests. ‘No, M’sieu, I understand. You can throw the colour to your compatriots, we are not after that, but your position is hopeless. The wounded outnumber your living. You cannot fight further.’


      Sharpe thought of the muskets he had collected, each one loaded, each checked; they would destroy the French if they were foolish enough to attack. He bowed slightly to the Chasseur.


      ‘You are thoughtful, sir, but you will see I am not from the Regiment whose standard you captured. I am a Rifleman. I do not surrender.’ A little bravado, he decided, was not out of place. After all, the French Captain had to be bluffing; he was experienced enough to know that his men would not break an infantry formation properly led, and he had proof enough that the tall Rifleman with the bloody sword could provide the leadership. The Captain nodded as if he had expected the answer.


      ‘M’sieu. You should have been born a Frenchman. By now you would be a Colonel!’


      ‘I began, sir, as a private.’


      The Frenchman showed surprise. It was not uncommon for soldiers from the French ranks to become officers, but clearly the Chasseur Captain had thought it impossible in the British army. Gallantly he raised his silver-looped shako.


      ‘I congratulate you. You are a worthy opponent.’


      Sharpe decided that the conversation was once again becoming too flowery and polite. He looked pointedly at the rows of wounded. ‘I must get on, sir. If you wish to attack again, that is your affair.’ He turned away but the Frenchman demanded his attention.


      ‘You do not understand, Lieutenant.’


      Sharpe turned back. ‘Sir. I understand. Please permit me to continue?’


      The Captain shook his head. ‘M’sieu. I am not talking about we Chasseurs. We are merely the…’ he paused, looking for the right word. ‘The vanguard? Your position, Lieutenant, is truly hopeless.’ He pointed up the hill to the far skyline but there was nothing there. The Captain waited and then turned back to Sharpe with a rueful smile. ‘My timing, Lieutenant, is hopeless. I would have been a terrible actor.’


      ‘I’m sorry, sir, I don’t understand.’


      But then he did. The Captain needed to say nothing more because there was a sudden movement on the crest, and Sharpe had no need of his telescope to tell him what he saw. Horses, riderless horses, just a dozen, but Sharpe knew what they meant. A gun, the French had brought a gun, a field gun that could pound his small force into oblivion. He looked back to the Captain, who shrugged.


      ‘Now you understand, Lieutenant?’


      Sharpe stared at the horizon. Only one gun? It was probably a small four-pounder, so why only one? Were there more coming or had the French bent all their effort into getting one gun into action? If they were short of horses then it was possible that the others were miles behind. Presumably the Chasseurs had sent a message back to their main force that they were faced with two Regiments of infantry, and the French had sent the gun as fast as they could to help break the squares. There was an idea far back in his head. He looked at the Captain.


      ‘It makes no difference, M’sieu.’ He held up his sword. ‘Today you are the second person who has demanded my sword. I give you the same answer. You must come and take it for yourself.’


      The Frenchman smiled, raised his own sword, and bowed. ‘It will be my pleasure, M’sieu. I trust you will survive the encounter and do me the honour of dining with me afterwards. It is poor food.’


      ‘Then I am glad I shall not have the honour of tasting it.’


      Sharpe grinned to himself as the Captain rattled orders in French and the three men turned their horses back up the slope. For a bastard risen from the ranks he fancied he had played the diplomatic game like a master. Then the thought of Lennox came to him, and he hurried back, all the time trying to pin the thought in his head. There was so much to be done, so many arrangements to make, and so little time, but he had promised Lennox. He glanced backwards. The gun, with its limber, was coming slowly down the hill. He had a half hour yet.


      Lennox was still alive. He spoke softly and quickly to Sharpe and Harper, who looked at each other, then back at the Scotsman, but promised him his last request. Sharpe remembered the moment on the battlefield when he had watched the French drag away the King’s Colour, he remembered now the nature of that fleeting idea which had eluded him, and he squeezed Lennox’s hand.


      ‘I had already promised that to myself.’


      Lennox smiled. ‘You’ll not let me down, I know. And Harper and you can do it, I know you can.’


      They had to leave him to die alone, there was no choice, but the Scotsman’s only other request was that he should die with a sword in his hand. They walked reluctantly away and the big Sergeant looked at Sharpe.


      ‘Can we do it, sir?’


      ‘We promised, didn’t we?’


      ‘Aye, but it’s never been done.’


      ‘Then we’ll be the first!’ Sharpe spoke fiercely. ‘Now come on, we’ve got work to do!’ He stared at the gun. It crept closer and closer, and he knew now that his idea could work. It had loose ends, there always were unanswered questions, and he put himself in the place of his enemies and tracked the answers down. Harper saw the excitement on his Lieutenant’s face, watched his hand grip and regrip the sword hilt, and waited patiently for the orders.


      Sharpe measured distances, angles, lines of fire. He was excited, the elation returning; there was hope despite the field gun. He summoned the Lieutenants, the Sergeants, faced them and slammed a fist into his open palm.


      ‘Listen…’
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      The time for regrets would come later, the time to be saddened by the carnage, to reflect on being alive and unwounded, most of all to regret that he could not have spent more time with the dying Lennox. Sharpe drew the great sword, hefted his rifle in his left hand, turned to the one hundred and seventy men who paraded in three ranks across the road.


      ‘Forward!’


      As they marched Sharpe let his thoughts dwell briefly on the conversation with Lennox. Had he convinced the dying man? He thought so. Lennox was a soldier, he understood that Sharpe had so little time, and the Rifleman was convinced he had seen relief in the Scotsman’s face. Keeping the promise was another matter: first there was this day’s business to complete. Forrest marched beside him, the two of them a few paces in front of the solitary colour that once again waved over the small formation; the Major was distinctly nervous.


      ‘Will it work, Sharpe?’


      The tall Rifleman grinned. ‘So far it has, Major. They think we’re mad.’


      Forrest had insisted on coming along rather than stay with the wounded by the bridge. He was still a little dazed, shaken by the blow on his head, and he had refused Sharpe’s offer to command the survivors in the face of the new French onslaught. ‘I’ve never been in battle before today, Sharpe,’ Forrest had said. ‘Except that I once suppressed a food riot in Chelmsford, and I don’t think that counts.’


      Sharpe could understand the Major’s nervousness, was grateful that Forrest had given his blessing to what seemed to be an act of utter folly, yet Sharpe’s instincts told him the plan would work. To the watching and waiting Chasseurs it looked as if the small British force was intent on committing suicide by a death-or-glory charge that stood no hope of success but would at least save them from the attrition of dying piecemeal from the blows of the French gunners. Forrest had asked, almost plaintively, why the enemy were continuing the fight, had they not already won a big enough victory? Sharpe was now offering them the chance to capture a second British colour that could be paraded in the French camp to persuade the soldiers of the fragility of the new enemy.


      ‘Is it time, Sharpe?’ Forrest was anxious.


      ‘No, sir, no. A minute yet.’


      They marched straight up the track towards the gun three hundred yards away. Sharpe’s plan had depended on two things, and the enemy had obliged by doing both. First they had brought the small four-pounder as close to the British as safety allowed. They would not want to use solid round shot against the infantry; instead Sharpe knew they would load the gun with canister, the deadly metal container of musket balls and scrap iron that shattered as soon as it left the barrel and sprayed its lethal mixture like bent nails fired from a coachman’s blunderbuss. No doubt the French expected the British to lie down in the broken ground by the watersíde, sheltered by the falling river-bank, but the canisters would have sought them out even there and killed them two by two, three by three. Instead the British were marching straight for the gun, like sheep walking into a slaughterhouse, and the French gunners would probably need no more than three rounds to tear them apart and let the cavalry finish the dazed survivors off. Sharpe’s second guess was about the cavalry. He had felt an enormous relief when they paraded to the British right. He had expected that, but if they had gone to the left the plan could never have been started, and they would have had no option but to die by the bridge. The ground to the right was thinly strewn with bodies, unlike the left which was an obstacle course of dead men and horses, and Sharpe had guessed that the French Colonel, charging obliquely to the fire of his cannon, would want an unobstructed path for the horsemen who now waited for the gun to open fire.


      He watched the French gunners. They were unhurried, there was no need for haste, and they glanced constantly at the British force, which marched conveniently towards their gun. It was pointing directly at Sharpe. He could see the dirty green-painted carriage, the dulled brass barrel, and the blackened muzzle. He had watched the efficient gun crew lever the three-quarters of a ton until the four and a half feet of barrel pointed straight down the road. Now a blue-coated gunner was putting the serge bag with its one and a half pounds of black powder in the cannon. A second man rammed it down, and Sharpe saw a third man lean over the touch-hole and thrust down with a spike so that the serge bag was pierced and the powder could be set off by the fuse. Another gunner was walking forward with the metal canister. It was only seconds now before the gun would be ready to fire. He lifted his rifle into the air and pulled the trigger.


      ‘Now!’


      His one hundred and seventy men began to run, a shambling lung-bursting run in their broken shoes. Each soldier carried three loaded muskets, two slung on their shoulders, one carried in their hands. They kept roughly aligned; if the cavalry moved they could close ranks in seconds, form the impenetrable wall of bayonets. The French gunners heard the rifle shot, paused to watch their enemy break into their cumbrous run, and grinned at the futility of the men who thought they could charge a field gun. Then everything changed.


      In the twenty minutes after the visit of the Chasseur Captain the British had continued to collect their wounded. Sharpe was certain the French had noticed nothing odd about the stream of men who went to and from the bodies that lay thickly around the spot where he and Harper had saved the Regimental Colour. In those twenty minutes Sharpe had hidden thirty men among the dead, ten Riflemen who lay crumpled in borrowed red jackets, and twenty men of the South Essex. Each Rifleman carried two rifles, one borrowed from a comrade, and every redcoat lay with three loaded muskets. The French had ignored them. They unlimbered the gun and lined it on target and had taken no notice of the scattered bodies that lay thickly just a hundred paces to their right. The time for looting would be later; first the gunners would destroy the presumptuous English who were half running, half walking, towards them.


      Harper sweated in his borrowed jacket. It was much too small for him and he had ripped the seams in both armpits, but even so he could feel the sweat trickling down to the small of his back. The red jackets were essential. The French had become accustomed to the sight of the dead men and would have been certain to notice if suddenly ten bodies in green uniforms had appeared among the corpses. Harper’s biggest fear had been that the French might wander over to loot the bodies, but they had been ignored. He watched Sharpe march towards them, still two hundred and fifty yards away, and heard Lieutenant Knowles sigh with relief as Sharpe lifted his rifle in the air. Knowles was nominally in charge of the thirty men but Harper was satisfied the inexperienced Lieutenant would do nothing without first talking to him, and he suspected Sharpe had told Knowles, in no uncertain way, to leave the decisions to Harper.


      The sound of the shot came flatly up the field. With relief Harper stretched his muscles and knelt upwards. ‘Take your time, lads, make the shots tell.’


      To hurry would destroy their purpose. The Riflemen aimed deliberately, let the cramp ease in their arms; the first shots would be the most important. Hagman was first, Harper had expected that, and he watched approvingly as the Cheshire poacher grunted over his back sight and pulled the trigger. The gunner who was on the point of inserting the fuse spun away from the barrel and fell. In the next two seconds another eight bullets slaughtered three more of the French gun crew; the four survivors scrambled desperately for the scanty cover provided by the trail and the spokes of the gun’s wheels. The gun could not be fired now. The canister was still not loaded, Harper could see it lying beside a dead gunner who had fallen by the brass muzzle, and any man who dared to try to thrust the projectile into the barrel would be sure to be cut down by the deadly rifles. The French had stopped using rifles on the battlefield; they had abandoned them because they were too slow to load, but these gunners were learning that even the slow rifle had its advantages over the speedy musket, which could never hope to be accurate at a hundred paces.


      ‘Cease firing!’ The Riflemen looked at Harper. ‘Hagman!’


      ‘Sarge?’


      ‘Keep them busy. Gataker, Sims, Harvey!’ The three looked at him expectantly. ‘You load for Hagman. You others, aim for the cavalry officers.’


      Lieutenant Knowles ran and crouched beside the Sergeant. ‘Is there anything we can do?’


      ‘Not yet, sir. We’ll move in a minute.’


      Knowles and the twenty men with muskets were there to protect the Riflemen if the French cavalry charged them, as surely they must. Harper stared at the horsemen. They seemed as surprised as the gunners and sat on their horses staring at the slaughtered artillerymen as if not believing their eyes. They had expected the gun to blow the British infantry into ragged ruin, and now it dawned on them that there was no gun, no easy victory. Harper raised his first rifle, snapped the backsight into the upright position, and guessed the horsemen were three hundred yards away. It was a long shot for a rifle, but not impossible, and the French had conveniently bunched their senior officers in a small group forward of their first line. As he pulled the trigger he heard other rifles fire; he saw the group pull apart, a horse went down, two officers fell dead or wounded. The French were temporarily leaderless. The initiative, as Sharpe had planned, had gone totally to the British. Harper stood up.


      ‘Hagman’s group! Keep firing. You others! Follow me!’


      He ran towards the gun, curving wide so that Hagman had an uninterrupted field of fire, and the men followed him. The plan had been for the Riflemen to destroy the gunners and let Sharpe’s company capture the gun, but Harper could see his Lieutenant still had a long way to go and neither he nor Sharpe had expected the gun to be placed so conveniently close to the ambush party. Knowles felt astonished at the rush for the gun, but the huge Irishman was so infectious that he found himself urging the redcoats on as they dodged the bodies and ran for the gun that loomed larger and larger. The surviving artillerymen took one look at the seeming dead who had come to life, and fled. As Harper sprinted the final few yards he was aware of Hagman’s spaced shots ceasing and then he was there, his hands actually on the brass muzzle, the men surrounding him.


      ‘Sir?’


      ‘Sergeant?’ Knowles was panting.


      ‘Two ranks between the gun and the cavalry?’ Harper made it sound like a request, but Knowles nodded as if it had been an order. The young Lieutenant was frantically nervous. He had seen his new Battalion destroyed by cavalry, watched the King’s Colour dragged from the field, and fought off the sabres with the sword his father had bought him for fifteen guineas at Kerrigan’s in Birmingham. He had watched Sharpe and Sergeant Harper recover the Regimental Colour and had been astonished by their action. Now he wanted to prove to the Riflemen that his men could fight just as effectively, and he lined up his small force and stared at the cavalry, which was at last moving. It seemed as if a hundred horsemen were advancing towards the gun; the rest were slanting off towards Sharpe, and Knowles remembered the sabres, the smell of fear, and gripped his sword tightly. He was determined not to let Sharpe down. He thought of Sharpe’s last words to him, the hands that gripped his shoulders and eyes that bored into him. ‘Wait!’ Sharpe had said. ‘Wait until they’re forty paces away, then fire the volley. Wait, wait, wait!’ Knowles found it incredible that he was the same rank as Sharpe; he felt sure he would never have the easy manner of command that seemed so natural to the tall Rifleman. Knowles was awed by the French, they were the conquerors of Europe, yet Sharpe saw them as men to be outwitted and outfought, and Knowles desperately wanted the same confidence. Instead he felt nervous. He wanted to fire his first volley now, to stop the French horses while they were a hundred paces away, but he controlled the fear and watched the horsemen walk forward, watched as a hundred sabres rasped from their scabbards and caught the afternoon sun in ranks of curved light. Harper came and stood beside him.


      ‘We’ve got a treat for the bastards, sir.’


      He sounded so cheerful! Knowles swallowed, kept his sword low. Wait, he told himself, and was surprised to hear that he had spoken out loud and that his voice had sounded calm. He looked at his men. They were trusting him!


      ‘Well done, sir. May I?’ Harper had spoken softly. Knowles nodded, not sure what was happening.


      ‘Platoon!’ Harper was in front of the tiny line of men. He pointed to the ten men on the right. ‘Sideways, four paces. March!’ Then on the left the same order.


      ‘Platoon! Backwards. March!’


      Knowles stepped back with them, watching as the French eased their horses into a trot, and then understood. While he had been standing watching the French, the Riflemen had moved the gun! Instead of pointing down the track it was now aimed at the French cavalry; somehow they had loaded it, and the canister which should have swept the British off the road like a housewife scattering roaches with a broom was now threatening the cavalry instead. Harper stood at the back of the gun, well clear of the wheel. The gunners had done most of the loading, the Riflemen had thrust the canister into the barrel and found the slow match that burned red at the end of the pole. The fuse was in the touch-hole. It was a reed filled with fine powder, and when Harper touched it the fire would flash down the tube and ignite the powder charge in its serge bag.


      ‘Hold your fire!’ Harper shouted clearly; he did not want the inexperienced men of the South Essex to fire when the gun went off. ‘Hold your fire!’


      The cavalry were seventy yards away, just urging their horses into the canter, ten riders in the first rank. Harper guessed that fifty men were aimed at the tiny party round the gun, and there were fifty more in reserve. He touched the fuse onto the reed. There was a fizzing, a puff of smoke from the touch-hole, and then the enormous explosion. Grey-white smoke belched from the muzzle; the gun, on its five-foot wheels, lurched back its fifteen hundredweight that dug the trail into the soil and bounced the wheels off the ground. The thin metal canister split apart as it left the muzzle, and Harper watched through the smoke as the musket balls and scrap iron snatched the cavalry off the field. The first three ranks were destroyed; the other two were dazed, unable to advance over the bloody corpses and the wounded who staggered upright, bleeding and shocked. Harper heard Knowles shouting.


      ‘Hold your fire! Hold your fire!’


      Good lad, thought the Irishman. The cavalry had split either side of the carnage; some of the reserve was galloping forward, but the horsemen seemed dazed by the sudden blow. They came on towards the gun but stayed clear of its line of fire, and Knowles watched the two wings of horsemen as they drew nearer. He waited, waited until they put spurs to their horses and tried to gallop the last few paces, and slashed his sword down.


      ‘Fire!’


      The muskets coughed out flame and smoke. The leading horses dropped, making a barrier to those behind.


      ‘Change muskets!’ Knowles felt the stirrings of confidence, the realisation that he could do it!


      ‘Fire!’


      A second volley destroyed the horsemen trying to close on the two sides of the gun. More horses fell, more men were pitched from their saddles in a flurry of arms, legs, sabres and scabbards. The horsemen behind went on, lapped round the back of the gun, and the rifles started their sharper reports and more horses were shot. Knowles was startled to see no more horsemen in front of the cannon; he turned his men round, changed to the third musket, and blasted a third volley over the heads of the kneeling Riflemen.


      ‘Thank you, sir!’


      Harper grinned at the Lieutenant. The cavalry had gone, shattered by the canister, bloodied by the close volleys, prevented from closing with the infantry because of the barriers of dead and wounded horses. Harper watched as Knowles started his men reloading their muskets. He turned back to the gun. There was so much to remember! Sponge out, stop the vent; he summoned the Riflemen to reload their captured cannon.


      Sharpe had seen the four-pounder fire, watched the horsemen cut down in a bloody swathe, then he had turned to the Chasseurs attacking his own formation. As the cavalry had come closer he had halted the three ranks, turned them to face the French except for the rear rank that about-turned to deal with the horsemen who would envelop the small formation. The horsemen were in savage mood. An easy victory had been snatched away from them, the gun had been captured, but there was still the insolent colour waving from the small group of infantry. They spurred towards Sharpe, their discipline ragged, their mood simply one of revenge and a determination to crush this tiny force like a boot heel stamping on a scorpion. Sharpe watched them come. Forrest glanced nervously at him and cleared his throat, but Sharpe shook his head.


      ‘Wait, Major, always wait.’


      He and Forrest stood beneath the defiant colour. It taunted the French. They spurred towards it, the trumpet rang out its curdling charge, the Chasseurs screamed revenge, raised their sabres, and died.


      Sharpe had let them come to forty yards, and the volley destroyed the first line that opposed the British. The second rank of French horsemen clapped spurs to their mounts. They were confident. Had the British not fired their volley? They jumped over the writhing remains of the first rank and to their horror saw that the red-coated ranks were not busy reloading but were calmly aiming their muskets again. Some pulled desperately at their reins, but it was too late. The volley from Sharpe’s second set of muskets piled the horses beside the bodies of the first line.


      ‘Change muskets!’


      The rear rank fired, once and twice. Sharpe whirled, but the experienced sergeants had done well. His men were ringed with horses, dead and dying, stunned and wounded Chasseurs struggled from the mess and ran into the wide expanse of the field. The French had lost all cohesion, all chance of a further attack.


      ‘Left turn! Forward!’


      He ran on. He could see Harper and Knowles. The young Lieutenant looked calm, and Sharpe could see the ring of French dead that showed he had learnt to hold his fire. The cannon fired again, shrouding the group in smoke, and Sharpe glanced back to see more horsemen fall where they were reforming ranks off to his right. A few horsemen still galloped round them; once Sharpe stopped and fired a volley of twenty muskets to drive off a group of six Chasseurs who came galloping up on the flank. Then his men reached the gun. Sharpe grabbed Harper, pounded him on the back, grinned up at the huge Irishman, and turned to congratulate Knowles. They had done it! Captured the gun, driven off the cavalry, inflicted terrible damage on men and horses, and without a single scratch to themselves.


      And that was it. With the gun in his hands Sharpe knew the French dare not attack again. He watched them circle well clear of its range as the British formed a square. Forrest was beaming, looking for all the world like a Bishop who had conducted a particularly pleasing confirmation service. ‘We did it, Sharpe! We did it!’ Sharpe looked up at the colour over the small square. A little honour had been regained, not enough, but a little. A French gun had been captured, the Chasseurs had been mauled, some of the South Essex had learned to fight. But that was not all. Lashed to the trail of the captured gun, festooned on the limber, were ropes. Long, tough, French ropes that could span a broken bridge instead of haul the gun up steep slopes. Ropes, timber from the gun’s carriage; all he needed to start taking the wounded back across the river.


      At the bridge Lennox watched as a Chasseur officer walked his horse towards the British square. Negotiating again; but it would be too late for him. He felt cold and numb, the pain had passed, and he knew that there was not long. He gripped the sword; some atavistic memory told him it was his pass into a better heaven, perhaps where his wife waited. He felt content, lazy but content. He had watched Sharpe walk suicidally forward, wondered what he was doing, then heard the distinctive crack of the rifles, seen the figures running on the gun, and watched as the French cavalry broke themselves on the massed volleys of the infantry. Now it was over. The French would pick up their wounded and go, and Sharpe would come back to the bridge. And he would keep the promise, Lennox knew that now; a man who could plan the capture of that gun would have the daring to do what Lennox wanted. That way there could be no shame in this day’s work. The image of the colour, far up the smoke-veiled field, dimmed in the Scotsman’s eyes. The sun was hot but it was damned cold all the same. He gripped the sword and closed his eyes.

    

  


  
    
      CHAPTER 10


    


    
      ‘Damn you, Sharpe! I will break you! I will see you never hold rank again! You will go back to the gutter you came from!’ Simmerson’s face was contorted with anger; even his jug ears had reddened with fury. He stood with Gibbons and Forrest, and the Major tried ineffectually to stem Sir Henry’s anger. The Colonel shook Forrest’s arm off his elbow. ‘I’ll have you court-martialled. I’ll write to my cousin. Sharpe, you are finished! Done!’


      Sharpe stood on the other side of the room, his own face rigid with the effort of controlling his own anger and scorn. He looked out of the window. They were back in Plasencia, in the Mirabel Palace which was Wellesley’s temporary headquarters, and he stared down the Sancho Polo street at the huddled rooftops of the poorer quarter of the town which were crammed inside the city’s ramparts. Carriages passed below, smart equipages with uniformed drivers, carrying veiled Spanish ladies on mysterious journeys. The Battalion had limped home the night before, its wounded carried in commandeered ox-carts which had solid axles that screeched, Harper said, like the banshees. Mingled with the endless noise was the cries of the wounded. Many had died; many more would die in the slow grip of gangrene in the days ahead. Sharpe had been under arrest, his sword taken from him, marching with his incredulous Riflemen who decided the world had gone mad and swore vengeance for him should Simmerson have his way.


      The door opened and Lieutenant Colonel Lawford came into the room. His face had none of the animation Sharpe had seen at their reunion just five days before; he looked coldly on them all; like the rest of the army he felt demeaned and shamed by the loss of the colour. ‘Gentlemen.’ His voice was icily polite. ‘Sir Arthur will see you now. You have ten minutes.’


      Simmerson marched through the open door, Gibbons close behind him. Forrest beckoned Sharpe to precede him but Sharpe hung back. The Major smiled at him, a hopeless smile; Forrest was lost in this web of carnage and blame.


      The General sat behind a plain oak table piled with papers and hand-drawn maps. There was nowhere for Simmerson to sit, so the four officers lined up in front of the table like schoolboys hauled in front of the Headmaster. Lawford went and stood behind the General, who ignored all of them, just scratched away with a pen on a piece of paper. Finally the sentence was done. Wellesley’s face was unreadable.


      ‘Well, Sir Henry?’


      Sir Henry Simmerson’s eyes darted round the room as though he might find inspiration written on the walls. The General’s tone had been cold. The Colonel licked his lips and cleared his throat.


      ‘We destroyed the bridge, sir.’


      ‘And your Battalion.’


      The words were said softly. Sharpe had seen Wellesley like this before, masking a burning anger with an apparent and misleading quietness. Simmerson sniffed and tossed his head.


      ‘The fault was hardly mine, sir.’


      ‘Ah!’ The General’s eyebrows went up; he laid down his quill and leaned back in the chair. ‘Whose then, sir?’


      ‘I regret to say, sir, that Lieutenant Sharpe disobeyed an order even though it was repeated to him. Major Forrest heard me give the order to Lieutenant Gibbons, who then carried it to Sharpe. By his action Lieutenant Sharpe exposed the Battalion and betrayed it.’ Simmerson had found his rehearsed theme and he warmed to his task. ‘I am requesting, sir, that Lieutenant Sharpe be court-martialled…’


      Wellesley held up a hand and stopped the flow of words. He looked, almost casually, at Sharpe, and there was something frightening about those blue eyes over the great, hooked nose that looked, judged, and were quite inscrutable. The eyes flicked to Forrest.


      ‘You heard this order, Major?’


      ‘Yes, sir.’


      ‘You, Lieutenant. What happened?’


      Gibbons arched his eyebrows and glanced at Sharpe. His tone was bored, supercilious. ‘I ordered Lieutenant Sharpe to deploy his Riflemen, sir. He refused. Captain Hogan joined in his refusal.’ Simmerson looked pleased. The General’s fingers beat a brief tattoo on the table. ‘Ah, Captain Hogan. I saw him an hour ago.’ Wellesley drew out a piece of paper and looked at it. Sharpe knew it was all an act: Wellesley knew precisely what was on the paper but he was drawing out the tension. The blue eyes came up to Simmerson again; the tone of voice was still mild. ‘I have served with Captain Hogan for many years, Sir Henry. He was in India. I have always found him a most trustworthy man.’ He raised his eyebrows in a query, as though inviting Simmerson to put him right. Simmerson, inevitably, accepted the invitation.


      ‘Hogan, sir, is an Engineer. He was not in a position to make decisions about the deployment of troops.’ He sounded pleased with himself, even anxious to show Wellesley that he bore the General no ill-will despite their political opposition.


      Somewhere in the palace a clock whirred loudly and then chimed ten o’clock. Wellesley sat, his fingers drumming the table, and then jerked his gaze up to Simmerson.


      ‘Your request is denied, Sir Henry. I will not court-martial Lieutenant Sharpe.’ He paused for a second, looked at the paper and back to Simmerson. ‘We have decisions to take about your Battalion, Sir Henry, I think you had better stay.’


      Lawford moved to the door. Wellesley’s voice had been hard and cold, the tone final, but Simmerson exploded, his voice rising indignantly.


      ‘He lost my colour! He disobeyed!’


      Wellesley’s fist hit the table with a crash. ‘Sir! I know what order he disobeyed! I would have disobeyed it! You proposed sending skirmishers against cavalry! Is that right, sir?’


      Simmerson said nothing. He was aghast at the tumult of anger that had overwhelmed him. Wellesley went on.


      ‘First, Sir Henry, you had no business in taking your Battalion over the bridge. It was unnecessary, time wasting, and damned foolish. Secondly.’ He was ticking off on his fingers. ‘Only a fool, sir, deploys skirmishers against cavalry. Third. You have disgraced this army, which I have spent a year in the making, in the face of our foes and of our allies. Fourthly.’ Wellesley’s voice was biting hard. ‘The only credit gained in this miserable engagement was by Lieutenant Sharpe. I understand, sir, that he regained one of your lost colours and moreover captured a French gun and used it with some effect on your attackers. Is that correct?’


      No-one spoke. Sharpe stared rigidly ahead at a picture on the wall behind the General. He heard a rustle of paper. Wellesley had picked up the sheet from the desk. His voice was lower.


      ‘You have lost, sir, as well as your colour, two hundred and forty-two men either killed or injured. You lost a Major, three Captains, five Lieutenants, four Ensigns and ten Sergeants. Are my figures correct?’ Again no-one spoke. Wellesley stood up. ‘Your orders, sir, were those of a fool! The next time, Sir Henry, I suggest you fly a white flag and save the French the trouble of unsheathing their swords! The job you had to do, sir, could have been done by a company; I was forced by diplomacy to commit a Battalion, and I sent yours, sir, so that your men would have a sight and taste of the French. I was wrong! As a result one of our colours is now on its way to Paris to be paraded in front of the mob. Tell me if I malign you?’


      Simmerson had blanched white. Sharpe had never seen Wellesley so angry. He seemed to have forgotten the presence of the others and he directed his words at Simmerson with a vengeful force.


      ‘You on longer have a Battalion, Sir Henry. It ceased to exist when you threw away your men and a colour! The South Essex is a single Battalion regiment, is that right?’ Simmerson nodded and muttered assent. ‘So you can hardly make up your numbers from home. I wish, Sir Henry, I could send you home! But I cannot. My hands are tied, sir, by Parliament and the Horse Guards and by meddling politicians, like your cousin. I am declaring your Battalion, Sir Henry, to be a Battalion of Detachments. I will attach new officers myself and draft men into your ranks. You will serve in General Hill’s Division.’


      ‘But, sir. Sir?’ Simmerson was overwhelmed by the information. To be called a Battalion of Detachments? It was unthinkable! He stammered a protest. Wellesley interrupted him.


      ‘I will furnish you with a list of officers, sir. Are you telling me you have promised promotion already?’


      Simmerson nodded. Wellesley looked at the sheet of paper he was holding. ‘To whom, Sir Henry, did you give command of the Light Company?’


      ‘To Lieutenant Gibbons, sir.’


      ‘Your nephew?’ Wellesley paused to make sure that Simmerson answered. The Colonel nodded bleakly. Wellesley turned to Gibbons.


      ‘You concurred in your uncle’s order to advance a skirmish line against cavalry?’


      Gibbons was trapped. He licked his lips, shrugged, and finally agreed. Wellesley shook his head.


      ‘Then you are plainly not a fit person to lead a Light Company. No, Sir Henry, I am giving you one of the finest skirmishers in the British army to lead your Light troops. I have gazetted him Captain.’


      Simmerson said nothing. Gibbons was pale with anger. Lawford grinned at Sharpe, and the Rifleman felt the flutter of hope. The General flicked his gaze to Sharpe and back to Simmerson.


      ‘I can think of few men, Sir Henry, who are better leaders of Light Troops in battle than Captain Sharpe.’


      He soared, he had done it, he had escaped! It did not matter that it was with Simmerson, he had become a Captain! Captain Sharpe! He could hardly hear the rest of Wellesley’s words, the victory was complete, the enemy routed! He was a Captain. What did it matter that the gazette was an artificial promotion, pending the acceptance of the Horse Guards? It would do for a while. A Captain! Captain Richard Sharpe of the Battalion of Detachments.


      Wellesley was bringing the interview to a close. Simmerson made one final effort. ‘I shall write—’ Simmerson was indignant, desperately clinging to whatever shreds of dignity he could rescue from the torrent of Wellesley’s disdain. ‘I shall write to Whitehall, sir, and they will know the truth of this!’


      ‘You may do what you like, sir, but you will kindly let me get on with waging a war. Good day.’


      Lawford opened the door. Simmerson clapped on his cocked hat, and the four officers turned to go. Wellesley spoke.


      ‘Captain Sharpe!’


      ‘Sir?’ It was the first time he had been called ‘Captain.’ ‘A word with you.’


      Lawford closed the door on the other three. Wellesley looked at Sharpe, his expression still grim. ‘You disobeyed an order.’


      ‘Yes, sir.’


      Wellesley’s eyes shut. He looked tired. ‘I have no doubt but that you deserve a Captaincy.’ He opened his eyes. ‘Whether you will keep it, Sharpe, is another matter. I have no power in these things, and it is conceivable, likely, that the Horse Guards will cancel all these dispositions. Do you understand?’


      ‘Yes, sir.’ Sharpe thought he understood. Wellesley’s enemies had succeeded in dragging him before a board of enquiry only last year, and those same enemies wished only defeat on him now. Sir Henry was numbered among them, and the Colonel would even now be planning the letter that would be sent to London. The letter would blame Sharpe and, because the General had sided with him, would be dangerous for Wellesley too. ‘Thank you, sir.’


      ‘Don’t thank me. I’ve probably done you no favour.’ He looked up at Sharpe with a kind of wry distaste. ‘You have a habit, Sharpe, of deserving gratitude by methods that deserve condemnation. Am I plain?’


      ‘Yes, sir.’ Was he being told off? Sharpe kept his face expressionless.


      Wellesley’s face showed a flash of anger, but he controlled it and, quite suddenly, replaced it with a rueful smile. ‘I am glad to see you well.’ He leaned back in his chair. ‘Your career is always interesting to watch, Sharpe, though I constantly fear it will end precipitately. Good day, Captain.’ The quill pen was picked up and began to scratch on the paper. There were real problems. The Spanish had delivered none of the food they had promised, the army’s pay had not arrived, the cavalry needed horse-shoes and nails, and there was a need for ox-carts, always more ox-carts. On top of that the Spanish hithered and dithered; one day all for charge and glory, the next preaching caution and withdrawal. Sharpe left.


      Lawford followed him into the empty ante-room and put out his hand. ‘Congratulations.’


      ‘Thank you, sir. A Battalion of Detachments, eh?’


      Lawford laughed. ‘That won’t please Sir Henry.’


      That was true. In every campaign there were small units of men, like Sharpe and his Riflemen, who got separated from their units. They were the flotsam and jetsam of the army, and the simplest solution, when there were enough of them, was for the General to tie them together as a temporary Battalion of Detachments. It gave the General a chance, as well, to promote men, even temporarily, in the new Battalion, but none of that was the reason Simmerson would be displeased. By making the shattered South Essex into a Battalion of Detachments Wellesley was literally wiping the name ‘South Essex’ from his army list; it was a punishment that was aimed at Simmerson’s pride, though Sharpe doubted whether a man who appeared to take the loss of his King’s Colour with such remarkable equanimity would be for long dismayed by the downgrading of his Battalion. His face betrayed his thoughts, and Lawford interrupted.


      ‘You’re worried about Simmerson?’


      ‘Yes.’ These was no point in denying the fact.


      ‘You need to be. Sir Arthur has done what he can for you, he’s given you promotion, you will believe me when I say that he had written home of you in the highest terms.’


      Sharpe nodded. ‘But.’


      Lawford shrugged. He walked across to the window and stared past the heavy velvet curtains at the plain beyond the walls, the whole scene doused in the relentless sun. He turned back. ‘Yes. There’s a but.’


      ‘Go on.’


      Lawford looked embarrassed. ‘Simmerson is too powerful. He has friends in high places.’ He shrugged again. ‘Richard, I am afraid that he will damage you. You’re a pawn in the battle of politicians. He is a fool, agreed, but his friends in London will not want him to look a fool! They will demand a scapegoat. He’s their voice, do you understand that?’ Sharpe nodded. ‘When he writes from Spain and says the war is being conducted wrongly, then people listen to his letter being read in Parliament! It doesn’t matter that the man is as mad as a turkey-cock! He’s their voice from the war, and if they lose him then they lose credibility!’


      Sharpe nodded wearily. ‘What you’re saying is that pressure will be applied for me to be sacrificed so that Simmerson can survive?’


      Lawford nodded. ‘I’m afraid so. And Sir Arthur’s defence of you will be seen as mere party politics.’


      ‘But for God’s sake! I was in no way responsible!’


      ‘I know, I know.’ Lawford spoke soothingly. ‘It makes no difference. He has chosen you as his scapegoat.’


      Sharpe knew he spoke the truth. For a few weeks he was safe, safe while Wellesley marched further into Spain and brought the French to battle, but after that a letter would come from the Horse Guards, a short and simple letter that would mean the end of his career in the army. He was sure he would be looked after. Wellesley himself might need an estate manager or would recommend him to someone who did. But he would still eke out his years under a cloud as the man named officially responsible for losing Simmerson’s colour. He thought of his last conversation with Lennox. Had the Scotsman foreseen it all?


      ‘There is another way.’ He spoke quietly.


      Lawford looked at him. ‘What?’


      ‘When I saw the colour being lost, I made a resolution. I also made a promise to a dying man.’ It sounded desperately melodramatic but it was the truth. ‘I promised to replace that colour with an Eagle.’


      There was a moment of silence. Lawford whistled softly. ‘It’s never been done.’


      ‘There’s no difference between that and them taking a colour.’ That was easily said, but he knew that the French would not make the job as easy for him as Simmerson had for them. In the last six years the French had appeared on the battlefield with new standards. In place of the old colours they now carried gilded eagles mounted on poles. It was said that each Eagle was personally presented to the Regiment by the Emperor himself, and the standards were therefore more than just a symbol of the Regiment, they were a symbol of all France’s pride in their new order. To take an Eagle was to make Bonaparte wince in person. Sharpe felt the anger rise in him.


      ‘I don’t mind replacing Simmerson’s flag with an Eagle. But I’m bloody angry that I have to carve my way through a company of French Grenadiers just to stay in the army.’


      Lawford said nothing. He knew that Sharpe spoke the truth; the only thing that could stop the officials in Whitehall singling out Sharpe for punishment was if the Rifleman performed a deed of such undoubted merit that they would look foolish to make him a scapegoat. Privately Lawford thought Sharpe had done more than enough, he had regained a colour, captured a gun, but the account of his deeds would be muddied in London by Simmerson’s telling. No, he had to do more, go further, risk his life in an attempt to keep his job.


      Sharpe laughed ironically. He slapped his empty scabbard. ‘Someone once said that in this job you’re only as good as your last battle.’ He paused. ‘Unless of course you have money or influence.’


      ‘Yes, Richard, unless you have money or influence.’


      Sharpe grinned. ‘Thank you, sir. I’ll go and join the happy throng. I presume my Riflemen come with me?’


      Lawford nodded. ‘Good luck.’ He watched Sharpe go. If any man could pluck an Eagle from the French, he thought that the newly made Captain, Richard Sharpe, was that man. Lawford stood in the window and looked down into the street. He saw Sharpe step into the sunlight and put the battered shako on his head; a huge Sergeant was waiting in the shade, the kind of man Lawford would happily wager a hundred guineas on in a bare-fisted prize fight, and he watched as the Sergeant walked up to Sharpe. The two men talked for a moment, and then the big Sergeant clapped the officer’s back and uttered a whoop of joy that Lawford could hear two floors above.


      ‘Lawford!’


      ‘Sir?’ Lawford crossed to the other room and took the despatch from Wellesley’s hand. The General rattled the quill in the ink-pot.


      ‘Did you explain to him?’


      ‘Yes, sir.’


      Wellesley shook his head. ‘Poor devil. What did he say?’


      ‘He said he’d take his chance, sir.’


      Wellesley grunted. ‘We all have to do that.’ He picked up another piece of paper. ‘My God! They’ve sent us four cases of gum ammoniac, three of Glauber’s salts, and two hundred assorted stump-caps! They think I’m running a bloody hospital instead of an army!’

    

  


  
    
      CHAPTER 11


    


    
      The boots of the Coldstream Guards rang on the flagstones, echoing hollowly in the darkness, fading down the steep street to be replaced by the leading companies of the 3rd Guards. They were followed by the first Battalion of the 61st, the second of the 83rd, and then by four full Battalions of the crack King’s German Legion. Sharpe, standing in a church porch, watched the Germans march past.


      ‘They’re good troops, sir.’


      Forrest, shivering despite a greatcoat, peered into the darkness. ‘What are they?’


      ‘King’s German Legion.’


      Forrest thrust his hands deeper into his pockets. ‘I’ve not seen them before.’


      ‘You wouldn’t have, sir.’ The Germans were a foreign corps of the army, and the law said they were allowed no nearer the British mainland than the Isle of Wight. Overhead the church clock struck three times. Three o’clock on the morning of Monday, 17th July, 1809, and the British army was leaving Plasencia. A company of the 60th went past, another German unit, with the incongruous title of the Royal American Rifles. Forrest saw Sharpe staring ruefully at the marching Riflemen with their green jackets and black belts.


      ‘Homesick, Sharpe?’


      Sharpe grinned in the darkness. ‘I’d rather it was the other Rifle Regiment, sir.’ He yearned for the sanity of the 95th rather than the worsening suspicion and moroseness that was infecting Simmerson’s Battalion.


      Forrest shook his head. ‘I’m sorry, Sharpe.’


      ‘Don’t be, sir. I’m a Captain at last.’


      Forrest ignored the statement. ‘He showed me the letter, you know.’ Sharpe knew. Forrest kept apologising and had mentioned the letter twice already. Dereliction of duty, gross disobedience, even the word ‘treason’ had found its place into Simmerson’s scathing account of Sharpe’s actions at Valdelacasa; but none of that was surprising. What had disturbed Sharpe was Simmerson’s final request: that Sharpe be posted, as a Lieutenant, to a Battalion in the West Indies. No one ever purchased a commission in one of those Battalions, even though promotion was quicker there than anywhere else in the army, and Sharpe had even known men resign rather than go to the sun-drenched islands with their lazy garrison duty.


      ‘It may not happen, Sharpe.’ Forrest’s tone betrayed that he thought Sharpe’s fate was sealed.


      ‘No, sir.’ Not if I can help it, thought Sharpe, and he imagined an Eagle in his hands. Only an Eagle could save him from the islands where fever reduced a man’s life expectancy to less than a year, from the dreadful, sweating disease that made Simmerson’s request into a virtual death warrant unless Sharpe resigned his hard-won commission.


      Almost every unit marched before them. Five Regiments of Dragoons and the Hussars of the Hussars of the King’s German Legion, over three thousand cavalry in all, followed by an army of mules carrying fodder for the precious horses. The cumbersome artillery with their guns, limbers, and portable forges added even more mules, more supplies, but mostly it was infantry who disturbed the quiet streets. Twenty-five Battalions of unglamorous infantry, with stained uniforms and worn boots, the men who had to stand and face the world’s best artillerymen and cavalry; and with them marched even more mules mixed up with the Battalions’ women and children.


      The Battalion finally took the road across the river well after sunrise, and if the previous days had been hot, it now seemed as if nature was intent on baking the landscape into one solid expanse of terracotta. The army crept across the vast, arid plain and stirred up a fine dust that hung in the air and lined the mouths and throats of the parched infantry. There was no trace of wind, just the dust, the heat and glare, the sweat that stung the eyes, and the endless sound of boots hitting the white road. In one village there was a pool that had been trampled into foul sticky mud by the cavalry, but even that was welcomed by the men, who had long before emptied their canteens and now skimmed the sour water from the surface of the glutinous mud.


      There was not much else to be grateful for. The rest of the army shunned the new Battalion of Detachments as if the men were harbouring a repulsive disease. The loss of the colour had stained the reputation of the whole army, and when the Battalion bivouacked on the first night they were turned away from a capacious farm by a Colonel of Dragoons who wanted nothing to do with a Regiment which had failed so shamefully. The Battalion’s morale was not helped by a shortage of food. The herd of cattle which had left Portugal had long been slaughtered and eaten, the supplies promised by the Spanish had not appeared, and the men were hungry, sullen, and cowed by Simmerson’s brutality. He had found his own reasons for the loss of the colour, the behaviour of Sharpe and the actions of his own men, and if he could not punish the first it was well within his practised power to punish the second. Only the Light Company retained some vestiges of pride. The men were proud of their new Captain. Throughout the Battalion Sharpe was now believed to be a magic man, a lucky one, a man whom enemy swords and bullets could not touch. The Light Company believed, in the way of soldiers, that Sharpe would bring them luck in battle, would keep them alive, and pointed to the action at the bridge as proof. Sharpe’s Riflemen agreed, they had always known their officer was lucky, and they revelled in his new promotion. Sharpe had been embarrassed by their pleasure, blushed when they offered him drinks from hoarded bottles of Spanish brandy, and covered his confusion by pretending to have duties elsewhere. On the first night of the march from Plasencia he lay in a field, wrapped in his greatcoat, and thought of the boy who had fearfully joined the army sixteen years before. What would that terrified sixteen-year-old, running from justice, have thought if he knew he would one day be a Captain?


      On the second night the Battalion was more fortunate. They bivouacked near another nameless village, and the woods were filled with soldiers hacking at branches to build the fires on which they could boil the tea-leaves they carried loose in their pockets. Provosts guarded the olive groves; nothing made the army so unpopular as the French habit of cutting down a village’s olive trees and denying them harvests for years to come, and Wellesley had issued strict orders that the olives were not to be touched. The officers of the South Essex—the Battalion still thought of itself as that—were billeted in the village inn. It was a large building, evidently a way station between Plasencia and Talavera, and behind it was a courtyard with big cypress trees beneath which were tables and benches. The three-sided yard opened onto a stream, and on the far bank the men of the Battalion made fires and beds in a grove of cork trees. There had been pigs in the grove, and as Sharpe stripped off his uniform to search the seams for lice he could smell pork cooking on the myriad small fires that showed through the foliage. Such looting was punishable by instant hanging, but nothing could stop it. The officers, the provosts, everyone was short of food, and the surreptitious offer of some stolen pork would ensure that the provosts would take no action.


      The courtyard gradually filled with officers from the dozen Battalions bivouacked in the village. The heat of the day mellowed into a warm, clear evening, and the stars came out like the camp fires of a limitless army seen far away. From the main room of the inn came the sound of music and cheering as the officers egged on the Spanish dancers to twitch their skirts higher.


      Sharpe pushed his way through the crowded room and glimpsed Simmerson and his cronies sitting playing cards at a corner table. Gibbons was there, he was now permanently attached to Simmerson’s ‘staff’, and the unpleasant Lieutenant Berry. For a second Sharpe thought about the girl. He had seen her once or twice since the return from the bridge and felt a surge of jealousy. He pushed the thought away; the officers of the Battalion were split enough as it was. There were Simmerson’s supporters, who toadied to the Colonel and assured him that the loss of the colour had been no fault of his, and there were those who had publicly supported Sharpe. It was an uncomfortable situation but there was nothing to be done about it. He passed out of the room into the courtyard and found Forrest, Leroy, and a group of Subalterns sitting beneath one of the cypress trees. Forrest made room for him on the bench.


      ‘Don’t you ever take that rifle off?’


      ‘And have it stolen?’ Sharpe asked. ‘I’d be charged for it.’


      Forrest smiled. ‘Have you paid for the stocks yet?’


      ‘Not yet.’ Sharpe grimaced. ‘But now I’m officially on the Battalion’s payroll, I suppose it will be deducted from my pay, whenever that arrives.’


      Forrest pushed a wine bottle towards him. ‘Don’t let it worry you. Tonight the wine’s on me.’


      There was an ironic cheer from the officers round the table. Unconsciously Sharpe felt the leather bag round his neck. It was heavier by six gold pieces, thanks to the dead on the field at Valdelacasa. He drank some wine.


      ‘It’s filthy!’


      ‘There’s a rumour,’ Leroy said drily. ‘I hear that when they tread the grapes they don’t bother to get out of the wine-press to relieve themselves.’


      There was a moment’s silence and then a chorus of disgusted voices. Forrest looked dubiously into his cup. ‘I don’t believe it.’


      ‘In India,’ Sharpe said, ‘some natives believe it very healthy to drink their own urine.’


      Forrest looked owlishly at him. ‘That cannot be true.’


      Leroy intervened. ‘Perfectly true, Major, I’ve seen them do it. A cupful a day. Cheers!’


      Everyone round the table protested but Sharpe and Leroy stuck to their story. The conversation stayed with India, of battles and sieges, of strange animals, of the palaces that contained unimaginable wealth. More wine was ordered and food brought from the kitchens, not the pork that smelt so tantalisingly from the lines but a stew that seemed to consist mainly of vegetables. It still felt good to be sitting there. Sharpe stretched his legs under the table and leaned back against the cypress trunk letting the tiredness of the day flow through him. Over the sound of talk and laughter he could hear the thousands of insects that chattered and clicked through the Spanish night. Later he would walk over the stream and visit his company, and he let his thoughts wander, not too many miles away, to where he knew a group of French officers would be sitting just like this and where their men would be cooking on fires like the ones across the stream. And somewhere, perhaps propped in the corner of a room in an inn just like this one, would be the Eagle. A hand hit him on the back.


      ‘So they’ve made you a Captain! This army has no standards!’ It was Hogan. Sharpe had not seen him since the day they marched back from the bridge. He stood up and took the Engineer’s hand. Hogan beamed at him. ‘I’m delighted! Shocked, of course, but delighted. Congratulations!’


      Sharpe blushed and shrugged. ‘Where have you been?’


      ‘Oh, looking at things.’ Sharpe knew that Hogan had been reconnoitring for Wellesley, coming back with news of which bridges could take the weight of heavy artillery, which roads were wide enough for the army to use. The Captain had obviously been forward to Oropesa and perhaps beyond. Forrest invited him to sit and asked for news.


      ‘The French are up the valley. A lot of them.’ Hogan poured himself some wine. ‘I reckon there’ll be a battle within a week.’


      ‘A week!’ Forrest sounded surprised.


      ‘Aye, Major. They’re swarming all over a place called Talavera.’ Hogan pronounced it ‘Tally-verra’, making it sound like some Irish hamlet. ‘But once you join with Cuesta’s army you’ll far outnumber them.’


      ‘You’ve seen Cuesta’s troops?’ Sharpe asked.


      ‘Aye.’ The Irishman grinned. ‘They’re no better than the Santa Maria. The cavalry may be better, but the infantry…’ Hogan left the sentence unfinished. He turned back to Sharpe and beamed again. ‘The last time I saw you, you were under arrest! Now look at you. How’s good Sir Henry?’ There was a laugh round the table. Hogan did not wait for an answer but dropped his voice. ‘I saw Sir Arthur.’


      ‘I know. Thank you.’


      ‘For telling the truth? So what happens now?’


      ‘I don’t know.’ Sharpe spoke quietly. Only Hogan could hear him. ‘Simmerson has written home. I’m told that he has the power to stop the Horse Guards ratifying the gazette, so in six weeks I’ll be a Lieutenant again, probably for ever, and almost certainly transferred to the Fever Islands, or out of the army altogether.’


      Hogan looked intently at him. ‘You’re serious?’


      ‘Yes. One of Sir Arthur’s staff virtually told me as much.’


      ‘Because of Simmerson?’ Hogan frowned in disbelief.


      Sharpe sighed. ‘It has to do with Simmerson keeping his credibility in Parliament with the people who oppose Wellesley. I’m the sacrifice. Don’t ask me, it’s way over my head. What about you? You were under arrest too.’


      Hogan shrugged. ‘Sir Henry forgave me. He doesn’t take me seriously, I’m just an Engineer. No, it’s you he’s after. You’re an upstart, a Rifleman, you’re not a Gentleman but you’re a better soldier than he’ll ever be, so.’ He squeezed his thumb and forefinger together. ‘He wants rid of you. Listen.’ Hogan leaned even nearer. ‘There’ll be a battle soon, has to be. The idiot will probably make as big a mess as he did before. They can’t protect him for ever. It’s a terrible thing, God knows, but you should pray he makes as big a mistake again.’


      Sharpe smiled. ‘I doubt if we need to pray.’


      From one of the upper windows that looked onto the balconies that ran round the courtyard there came a woman’s scream, terrifying and intense, stopping all conversation beneath the trees. Men froze with their cups half lifted to their mouths and stared at the dark doorways that led to the bedrooms. Sharpe got to his feet and reached instinctively for his rifle. Forrest put a hand on his arm. ‘It’s not our business, Sharpe.’


      In the courtyard there was a moment’s silence, some nervous laughter, and then the conversation started again. Sharpe felt uneasy. It could have been anything; one of the women who lived at the inn could be ill, possibly even a difficult childbirth, but he felt certain it was something else. A rape? He felt ashamed that he had done nothing. Forrest tugged at his arm again. ‘Sit down. It’s probably nothing.’


      Before Sharpe could move there came another scream, this time a man’s, and it turned into a bellow of rage. A door burst open on the top floor spilling yellow candlelight onto the balcony, and a woman ran out of the room and darted towards the stairs. A voice shouted, ‘Stop her!’


      The girl tore down the stairs as though the fiends of hell were after her. The officers in the courtyard cheered her on and shouted abuse at the two figures who emerged after her, Gibbons and Berry. They stood no chance of catching her; both men looked drunk, and as they burst from the room they lurched and blinked round the courtyard.


      ‘It’s Josefina,’ Forrest said. Sharpe watched the girl half run, half fall down the stairs until she reached the other side of the courtyard from their table. For a second she looked desperately round as though looking for help. She was carrying a bag, and Sharpe had a glimpse of what could have been a knife in her hand, and then she turned and ran into the darkness, over the stream, towards the lights of the Battalion’s fires. Gibbons stopped halfway down the stairs; he was dressed in trousers and shirt and one hand was clutching the unbuttoned shirt to his stomach; in the other hand was a pistol. ‘Come back, you lousy bitch!’


      He jumped the last flight of steps and fumbled with the lock of his pistol.


      ‘What’s the matter, Gibbons? Girl took your colours!’ The voice came from one of the tables in the courtyard. Gibbons, his face furious, ignored the jibes and laughter and ran with Berry towards the stream.


      ‘There’s going to be trouble.’ Sharpe climbed from the bench. ‘I’m going.’


      He threaded his way through the tables, Forrest and Hogan following him. He left the light of the courtyard and splashed through the stream; there was no sight of the girl or her pursuers, just the lights in the cork grove and the occasional silhouette of a man crossing in front of the flames. He paused to let his eyes become accustomed to the dark. Forrest caught up with him.


      ‘Is there going to be trouble, Sharpe?’


      ‘Not if I can help it, sir. But you saw him, he’s got a pistol.’ There were shouts to the left, a commotion. ‘Come on!’


      He outpaced the other two; he was running fast, keeping the silver track of the stream to his left, holding the rifle in his right hand.


      ‘What’s going on? Who the hell’s that?’ In the light of a fire he saw an angry private. The man looked surprised when he saw Sharpe and threw a hasty salute. ‘You after them two, sir?’


      ‘Was a girl with them?’


      ‘That way, sir.’ He pointed downstream, away from the fires of the Battalion, out into the black grassland. Sharpe ran on, Forrest and Hogan now close behind. In front he heard a ‘view-halloo’, a scream, they had caught the girl. He ran faster, ignoring the rough ground, fearing the sound of a shot, his eyes adjusting to the night. They had not gone far. Suddenly he saw them, Berry standing with a bottle and watching Gibbons, who had forced the girl to her knees and was trying to force the bag out of her hands. Sharpe heard Gibbons shouting at Josefina. ‘Let go, you bitch!’


      Sharpe kept running. Gibbons looked up, startled, and then Sharpe hit him full tilt. The Lieutenant was thrown backwards, the pistol flew from his hand and splashed into the stream, and Sharpe saw the bag fall from Josefina’s hand and spill bright gold onto the dark grass. Gibbons tried to struggle to his feet but Sharpe pushed him with the rifle butt. ‘Don’t move.’ There was enough moonlight for the Lieutenant to see the look on Sharpe’s face, and he sank back onto his elbows. Sharpe turned to Berry. ‘What’s going on?’


      Berry licked his fat lips and grinned foolishly. Sharpe stepped one pace closer and raised his voice. ‘What’s going on?’


      ‘The girl ran away, sir. Came to get her back.’ Berry’s natural drawl was accentuated by drink, and when he turned to see Forrest and Hogan arrive he staggered slightly.


      ‘Is she all right?’ Forrest asked.


      Sharpe turned to look at Josefina. He realised, irrelevantly, that it was the first time he had seen her not dressed in riding breeches, and his pulse quickened at the sight of her bare shoulders and the shadowed promise of the low-cut dress. Her head was down; at first he thought she was sobbing, but then he saw her desperately picking up the scattered gold coins. His mind registered that there was a small fortune on the ground, and then Forrest blocked his view as the Major knelt at the girl’s side.


      ‘Are you all right?’ Forrest’s voice was paternal, kindly.


      The girl nodded, then shook her head, and Sharpe saw her shoulders heave as she seemed to sob. Her hands still scrabbled at the grass, at the gold pieces. The Major stood up. ‘What’s all this about?’ He was trying to sound authoritative. No-one spoke.


      Sharpe moved his rifle to his left hand, stepped close to Berry, took the bottle from him, and threw it into the stream.


      ‘I say! Steady on!’ Berry’s voice was slurred.


      ‘What happened?’


      ‘Just an argument. Nothing to worry about.’ Berry blinked happily at Sharpe and flapped a hand genially around the small group. The Rifleman hit him, hard in the stomach, and Berry’s mouth gaped like a fish. He doubled over and retched onto the grass.


      Sharpe hauled him upright. ‘What happened?’


      Berry stared at him, astonished. ‘You hit me!’


      ‘I’ll bloody crucify you if you don’t talk.’


      Berry spat something from his mouth, looked round as if for help, but none was coming. ‘We were playing cards. I won.’


      ‘So?’


      The plump Lieutenant shrugged. ‘There was an argument.’ Berry pushed a lank piece of black hair from his forehead, as though trying to rescue a shred of dignity. ‘She refused to pay her debt.’


      ‘It’s not true!’ The girl was angry. ‘You cheated! I was winning!’ She had stood up, taken two steps towards Berry.


      Hogan saw her face and knew that she would scratch the Lieutenant’s eyes out, given half a chance. He took her elbow, restrained her. He, at least, knew that the truth of who won, who lost, or who cheated would probably never be known. ‘So what happened?’ The Irish voice was soft.


      Josefina gestured at Berry. ‘He wanted to rape me! Christian hit me!’


      Sharpe turned towards Gibbons. The blond Lieutenant had scrambled to his feet and watched Sharpe walk towards him. There was a bloodstain on his white shirt, and Sharpe remembered the knife; Josefina had evidently cut at him but done little damage. ‘Is it true?’ Sharpe asked.


      ‘Is what true?’ Gibbons’ voice was touched with contempt.


      ‘That you hit her and that Lieutenant Berry tried to rape her?’


      Gibbons laughed. ‘Trying to rape Josefina Lacosta is like forcing money onto a beggar. If you follow my meaning.’


      Hogan knew he should step forward, that the tension was too much, but Sharpe broke the silence that followed Gibbons’ sneering remark. ‘Say that again.’ Sharpe’s voice was menacing.


      Gibbons looked scornfully at the Rifleman, and when he spoke his voice was invested with all the contempt he had for the lower classes. ‘Try and understand. We were playing cards. Miss Lacosta lost her money and staked her body instead. She refused to pay up and instead decamped with our money. That is all.’


      ‘It’s not true!’ Josefina was crying. She left Hogan’s side and came up to Sharpe, looked at him with her eyes wet with tears, and clasped the bag between her hands. ‘It is not true. We were playing cards. I won. They tried to steal it from me! I thought they were gentlemen!’


      Gibbons laughed. Sharpe turned on him. ‘You hit her?’ He had seen a bruise on her cheek.


      ‘You wouldn’t understand.’ Gibbons sounded bored.


      ‘What wouldn’t I understand?’ Sharpe stepped closer to the Lieutenant.


      Gibbons negligently brushed a blade of grass from his sleeve. ‘How gentlemen behave, Sharpe. You’ll believe her, because she’s a whore, and you’re used to whores. You’re not used to gentlemen.’


      ‘Call me “sir”.’


      Anger flared in Gibbons’ face. ‘Go to hell.’


      Sharpe hit him in the solar plexus, and as Gibbons’ face came forward Sharpe lowered his own and butted him between the eyes. Gibbons reeled, blood dripping from his nose, and Sharpe dropped the rifle to hit him again. Once, twice, and a final massive punch into the stomach. Like Berry, Gibbons folded up and vomited. He dropped to his knees, clutching his belly, and Sharpe contemptuously pushed him with his boot and the Lieutenant keeled over into the mud.


      ‘Lieutenant Berry?’


      ‘Sir?’


      ‘Mr Gibbons is a little the worse for drink. Get him out of here and clean him up.’


      ‘Yes, sir.’ Berry was not going to argue with Sharpe. He helped Gibbons uncertainly to his feet. The Colonel’s nephew was gasping for breath, heaving from his stomach, and he pushed Berry away and turned to stammer at Forrest, between gasps. ‘You saw him. He hit me!’


      Hogan stepped forward, his voice crisp and authoritative. ‘Nonsense, Lieutenant. You were drunk and fell over. Go home to bed.’


      The two Lieutenants stumbled into the darkness. Sharpe watched them go. ‘Bastards! You can’t play cards over a woman.’


      Hogan smiled sadly. ‘You know why they made you into an officer, Richard?’


      ‘Why?’


      ‘You’re far too much of a gentleman to have stayed in the ranks. Men have been playing cards over women since cards were invented, or women for that matter.’ He turned to the girl. ‘And what are you going to do now?’


      ‘Do?’ She looked at Hogan and then at Sharpe. ‘I cannot go back. They tried to rape me!’


      ‘Did they now.’ Hogan’s voice was flat. The girl nodded, still clutching the bag, and moved closer to Sharpe.


      ‘My clothes,’ she said. ‘I must get my clothes. All my things! They are in that room.’


      Forrest stepped forward, a concerned expression on his face. ‘Your clothes?’


      ‘All my things! They’ll kill me!’


      Hogan’s shrewd eyes flicked from the girl to Forrest. ‘If you go round the front, Major, and hurry, then you’ll be there before those two. It’ll take ten minutes for them to throw up all that liquor.’


      Forrest looked alarmed, but Hogan had taken charge and the Major did not know how to resist. Hogan took Josefina by the elbow and gave her to Forrest. ‘Go with Major Forrest and rescue your things. Hurry!’


      She stepped to Forrest but turned back to Sharpe. ‘But where do I spend the night?’


      Sharpe cleared his throat. ‘She can use my room. I can double up with Hogan.’


      Forrest twitched at her elbow. ‘Come on, my dear, we must hurry.’ The two of them splashed through the stream and hurried towards the lights of the inn. Hogan watched them go and turned to Sharpe. ‘Double up with me?’


      ‘It would be best, wouldn’t it?’


      ‘Hypocrite. You mean double up with her.’


      Sharpe said nothing. He suspected that Hogan had pushed the girl away with the Major because he wanted to talk to Sharpe alone, but the Rifleman had no intention of making his friend’s life any easier by bringing up the subject. He leaned down and picked up his rifle and felt the lock to see if any dampness or mud had seeped into the pan. The lights of the Battalion fires smeared the hillside with a dying red glow.


      ‘You know what you’re doing, Richard?’ Hogan’s voice was non-committal.


      ‘What do you mean?’


      The Irishman smiled. ‘She’s beautiful. There aren’t many as good-looking as that one; at least, not outside Cork.’ The small joke was made to lighten his tone, which was sad. ‘Well, you rescued her, so she’s yours for the moment. Will you be sending her home to Lisbon?’ Sharpe started walking beside the stream and said nothing. Hogan caught up with him. ‘Are you in love with her?’


      ‘For God’s sake!’


      ‘And what’s wrong with that?’ They walked in silence for a few yards until Hogan took a guinea out of his pocket and held it up. ‘I’ll bet you this against ten of yours that you’ll not double up with me tonight?’


      Sharped smiled in the darkness. ‘I don’t gamble and I haven’t any money.’


      ‘I know. But you’ll need it, Richard. Women don’t come free.’ Hogan still spoke softly. He felt in his pocket and held out a handful of guineas. ‘I’ll wage you these, Richard, against one rifle bullet that you won’t double up with me tonight.’


      Sharpe stared down at Hogan’s friendly, concerned face. It would be so easy to win the bet. All he had to do was put Josefina in his room and then walk to Hogan’s billet and collect the handful of gold. There were six months’ wages, there, just for staying clear of the girl. Sharpe pushed the money away. ‘I need all my bullets.’


      Hogan laughed. ‘That’s true. But don’t tell me I didn’t warn you.’ He put a hand on Sharpe’s belt, opened the ammunition pouch, and poured in the gold. Sharpe protested and pulled away but Hogan forced the money inside. ‘You’ll need it, Richard. She’ll expect a decent room in Oropesa, and in Talavera, and God knows how much it will all cost you. Don’t worry. There’ll be a battle soon and you’ll shoot a rich man and then give me the money back.’


      They walked on in silence. Hogan could feel the excitement in Sharpe and knew that if he had offered him ten times ten guineas then he could not have stopped the Rifleman sleeping with the girl that night or, if Josefina said no, then Sharpe would have stayed in the room as her faithful protector, the Baker rifle across his knees. They skirted Berry and Gibbons, one of them doubled over and groaning, and splashed through the stream and back into the lights of the inn’s courtyard. Hogan looked up at Sharpe, at the eyes that were alive with anticipation, and cuffed him gently on the arm. ‘Sleep well, Richard.’


      Sharpe grinned back. ‘Don’t worry.’ He took the stairs three at a time, his boots squelching on the wooden steps, and Hogan watched him go. ‘Tis brief, my Lord.’ He was speaking to himself. ‘As woman’s love.’


      ‘What’s that, sir?’ Lieutenant Knowles was standing beside him.


      ‘Do you never read Shakespeare, lad?’


      ‘Shakespeare, sir?’


      ‘A famous Irish poet,’ Hogan said.


      Knowles laughed. ‘And what play was that from, sir?’


      ‘Hamlet.’


      ‘Oh him.’ Knowles grinned. ‘The famous Irish Prince?’


      Hogan grinned at him. ‘Oh no. Hamlet was no Irishman. He was a fool. Goodnight, Lieutenant. Time for bed.’


      Hogan looked up at Sharpe’s room. He would trust Sharpe with his life, trust the Rifleman against almost any odds, but with a woman? He would be disarmed, defeated; one girl could do what a Battalion of French could never hope to achieve. Hogan muttered under his breath as he walked away, his voice quiet in the empty courtyard, repeating the line over and over as though, perhaps, repetition would rob it of truth. ‘Beauty provoketh fools sooner than gold.’

    

  


  
    
      CHAPTER 12


    


    
      ‘Officer of the day?’


      Sharpe nodded. ‘Come on in.’


      The Commissary officer, a plump Lieutenant, grinned cheerfully and closed the door behind him. ‘Good afternoon, sir. Your signature?’


      ‘For what?’


      The Lieutenant pretended to be surprised. He looked at the piece of paper he had been holding out to Sharpe. ‘3rd Battalion of Detachments? Right?’ Sharpe nodded. ‘Your rations, sir.’ He held the list out again. ‘Will you sign, sir?’


      ‘Wait.’ Sharpe looked down the list. ‘Seven hundred and fifty pounds of beef? That’s generous, isn’t it?’


      The Lieutenant put on his professional smile. ‘I’m afraid that’s not just for today, sir. That’s the next three days’ ration altogether.’


      ‘What! Three days? That’s half bloody rations!’


      The Lieutenant spread his hands. ‘I know, sir, I know, but it really is the best we can do. Will you sign?’


      Sharpe took his hat and weapons from the table. ‘Where are they?’


      The Lieutenant sighed. ‘I’m sure you don’t want to…’


      ‘Where are they?’ Sharpe’s voice boomed in the small room. The Lieutenant smiled, opened the door, and beckoned Sharpe into the courtyard, where the Lieutenant’s working party was standing by a string of pack mules. The Lieutenant pulled the cover off a keg of freshly killed beef. ‘Sir?’


      Sharpe picked up the top piece and dangled it in front of the plump Commissary officer. ‘Put laces in it and you could march on it.’ The Lieutenant smiled; he had heard it all before. Sharpe took another piece of gristle from the keg. ‘It’s uneatable! How many kegs?’


      The Lieutenant waved at the mules. ‘All this, sir.’


      Sharpe looked out of the courtyard into the bright street. Another mule stood patiently in the late afternoon sunlight. ‘What’s that?’


      ‘A mule, sir.’ The Lieutenant smiled brightly. He saw Sharpe’s face. ‘Sorry, sir. My little joke.’ He became serious. ‘That’s the supplies for the castle, sir. Sir Arthur’s. You understand.’


      ‘I do?’ Sharpe walked under the arch towards the mule, the Lieutenant alongside, and waved the muleteer away. ‘I happened to see the supplies delivered to the castle this morning, Lieutenant, and nothing was missing.’


      The Lieutenant smiled helplessly. Sharpe was lying, they both knew that, but then so was the Lieutenant, and they both knew that, too. Sharpe pulled the cover off the nearest keg. ‘Now that, Lieutenant, is beef. I’ll have both these kegs instead of two of the others.’


      ‘But, sir! This is for…’


      ‘Your dinner, Lieutenant? And you and your fellow officers will sell the rest. Right? I’ll take it.’


      The Lieutenant recovered the keg. ‘Why don’t you let me give you a fine chicken we just happened to find, Captain, as a gift, of course.’


      Sharpe put his hand on the mule. ‘You want me to sign, Lieutenant? I think I’ll weigh the beef first.’


      The Lieutenant was beaten. He smiled brightly and gave Sharpe the list. ‘I wouldn’t want you to go to the trouble, sir. Let’s just say you’ll take all the kegs, these included?’


      Sharpe nodded. The day’s bargaining was over and his own working party unloaded the mules and took the beef down to the outskirts of Oropesa, where the men of the Battalion were quartered. The supply situation was hopeless and getting worse. The Spanish army had been waiting at Oropesa and they had long eaten any spare food from the surrounding countryside. The town’s streets were filled with troops, Spanish, British and Germans from the Legion, and there was already friction between the allies. British and German Patrols had ambushed Spanish supply wagons, even killing their guards, to get hold of the food Cuesta had promised to Wellesley but never delivered. The army’s hopes of reaching Madrid by the middle of August had faded when they saw the waiting Spanish troops. The Regimienta de la Santa Maria was at Oropesa parading beneath two huge new colours, and Sharpe wondered whether General Cuesta kept a limitless supply to replace the trophies that ended up in Paris. As he walked down the steep street he watched two officers with their long swords tucked, in the strange Spanish fashion, under their armpits, and nothing about them, from their splendid uniforms to their thin cigars, gave the Rifleman any comfort about the army of Spain.


      He felt his own hunger as he walked down the street. Josefina’s servant had found food, at a price, and at least tonight he would eat, and every mouthful was almost a day’s pay. The two rooms she had found were costing a fortnight’s pay every night but, he thought, the hell with it. If the worst came to pass and he was forced to choose between a West Indies commission and civilian life, then damn the money and enjoy it. Rent the rooms, pay through the nose for a scrawny chicken that would boil into grey scraps, and carry into the fever ward the remembrance of Josefina’s body and the extraordinary luxury of a wide, shared bed. So far there was only the memory of the one night at the inn, and then she had ridden ahead, grudgingly escorted by Hogan, while Sharpe spent two days marching through the dust and heat with the Battalion. He had seen her briefly at midday, been dazzled by a smile of welcome, and now there was a whole evening, a long night, and no march tomorrow.


      ‘Sir!’


      Sharpe turned. Sergeant Harper was running towards him; another man, one of the South Essex’s Light Company, with him. ‘Sir!’


      ‘What is it?’ Sharpe noticed that Harper was looking agitated and worried, an unusual sight, but he felt a twinge of impatience as he returned their salutes. Damn them! He wanted to be with Josefina. ‘Well?’


      ‘It’s the deserters, sir.’ Harper was almost wriggling in embarrassment.


      ‘Deserters?’


      ‘You know, sir. The ones who escaped at Castelo?’


      The day they had met up with the South Essex. Sharpe remembered the men being flogged because four deserters had slipped past the guard at night. He looked hard at Harper. ‘How do you know?’


      ‘Kirby’s a mate of theirs, sir.’ He pointed to the man standing next to him. Sharpe looked at him. He was a small man who had lost most of his teeth. ‘Well, Kirby?’


      ‘Dunno, sir.’


      ‘You want to be flogged, Kirby?’


      The man’s eyes jerked up to his, astonished. ‘What, sir?’


      ‘If you don’t tell me I’ll have to presume you are helping them to escape.’


      Harper and Kirby were silent. Finally the Sergeant looked at Sharpe. ‘Kirby saw one of them in the street, sir. He went back with him. Two of them are wounded, sir. Kirby came to see me.’


      ‘And in turn you came to see me.’ Sharpe kept his voice harsh. ‘And what do you expect me to do?’


      Again they said nothing. Sharpe knew that they hoped he could work a miracle; that somehow lucky Captain Sharpe could find a way to save the four men from the savage punishment the army gave to deserters. He felt an unreasonable anger mount inside him, alloyed with impatience. What did they think he was? ‘Fetch six men, Sergeant. Three Riflemen and three others. Meet me here in five minutes. Kirby, stay here.’


      Harper stood to attention. ‘But, sir…’


      ‘Go!’


      There was a translucent quality to the air, that quality of light just before dusk when the sun seems suspended in coloured liquid. A gnat buzzed irritatingly round Sharpe’s face, and he slapped at it. The church bells rang the Angelus, a woman hurrying down the street crossed herself, and Sharpe cursed inside because he had promised Josefina to join her just after six o’clock. Damn the deserters! Damn Harper for expecting a miracle! Did the Sergeant really think that Sharpe would condone desertion? Behind him, frightened and nervous, Kirby fidgeted in the roadway, and Sharpe thought gloomily of what this could mean to the Battalion. The whole army was frustrated but at least they could look forward with a mixture of fear and eagerness to the inevitable battle that gave their present discomforts some purpose. The South Essex did not share the anticipation. It had been disgraced at Valdelacasa, its colour shamefully lost, and the men of the Battalion had no stomach for another fight. The South Essex was sullen and bitter. Every man in it would wish the deserters well.


      Harper reappeared with his men, all of them armed, all of them looking apprehensively at Sharpe. One of them asked nervously if the deserters would be shot.


      ‘I don’t know,’ Sharpe snapped. ‘Lead on, Kirby.’


      They walked down the hill into the poorest section of the town, into a tangle of alleyways where half-dressed children played in the filth that was hurled from the night-buckets into the roadway. Washing hung between the high balconies, obscuring the light, and the closeness of the walls seemed to heighten the stench. It was a smell the men had first encountered in Lisbon, and they had become accustomed to it even though its source made walking through the streets after dark a risky and nauseating business. The men were silent and resentful, following Sharpe reluctantly to a duty they had no wish to perform.


      ‘Here, sir.’ Kirby pointed to a building that was little more than a hovel. It had partly collapsed, and the rest looked as if it could fall at any moment. Sharpe turned to the men. ‘You wait here. Sergeant, Peters, come with me.’


      Peters was from the South Essex. Sharpe had noted him as a sensible man, older than most, and he needed someone from the deserters’ own Battalion so that no-one could think that the green-jacketed Riflemen had ganged up on the South Essex.


      He pushed open the door. He had half expected someone to be waiting with a gun but instead he found himself looking at a room of unimaginable squalor. The four men were on the floor, two of them lying, the others sitting by the dead embers of a fire. Light filtered thickly through holes that had once been windows and through the broken roof and upper floors. The men were dressed in rags.


      Sharpe crossed to the two sick men. He crouched and looked at their faces; they were white and shivering, the pulse beat almost gone. He turned to the others.


      ‘Who are you?’


      ‘Corporal Moss, sir.’ The man had a fortnight’s growth of beard and his cheeks were sunken. They had obviously not been eating. ‘This is Private Ibbotson.’ He pointed to his companion. ‘And those are Privates Campbell and Trapper, sir.’ Moss was being punctilious and polite, as though it could save him from his fate. Dust lay heavy in the air; the room was filled with the stench of illness and ordure.


      ‘Why are you in Oropesa?’


      ‘Came to rejoin the Regiment, sir,’ Moss said, but it was said too quickly. There was silence. Ibbotson sat by the dead fire and stared at the ground between his knees. He was the only one with a weapon, a bayonet held in his left hand, and Sharpe guessed that he did not approve of what was happening.


      ‘Where are your weapons?’


      ‘Lost ’em, sir. And the uniforms.’ Moss was eager to please.


      ‘You mean you sold them.’


      Moss shrugged. ‘Yes, sir.’


      ‘And you drank away the money?’


      ‘Yes, sir.’


      There was a sudden noise in the next room, and Sharpe whirled to face the doorway. There was nothing there. Moss shook his head. ‘Rats, sir. Bloody armies of them.’


      Sharpe looked back to the deserters. Ibbotson was now staring at him, the frightening stare of a crazed fanatic. For a moment Sharpe wondered if he was planning to use the bayonet.


      ‘What are you doing here, Ibbotson? You don’t want to rejoin the Regiment.’


      The man said nothing. Instead he lifted his right arm that had been hidden behind his body. There was no hand, just a stump wrapped in blood-soaked rags.


      ‘Ibbs got in a fight, sir,’ Moss said. ‘Lost ’is ’and. He’s no use to anyone no more, sir. ’E’s right-handed, you see,’ he added lamely.


      ‘You mean he’s no use to the French.’


      There was silence. The dust hung thick in the air. ‘That’s right.’ Ibbotson had spoken. He had an educated voice. Moss tried to quieten him but Ibbotson ignored the Corporal. ‘We would have been with the French a week ago but these fools decided to drink.’


      Sharpe stared at him. It was strange to hear a cultured voice coming from the rags, stubble and blood-soaked bandages. The man was ill, he probably had gangrene, but it hardly mattered now. By admitting they were running towards the enemy Ibbotson had condemned all four. If they had been caught trying to get to a neutral country they might have been sent, as Sharpe might be, to the garrison in the West Indies, where the fever would kill them anyway, but there was only one punishment for men who deserted to the enemy. Corporal Moss knew it. He looked up at Sharpe and pleaded. ‘Honest, sir, we didn’t know what we was doing. We waited ’ere, sir…’


      ‘Shut your teeth, Moss!’ Ibbotson glared at him then turned to Sharpe; his hand moved the bayonet higher but it was only to emphasise his remarks. ‘We’re going to lose this war. Any fool can see that! There are more French armies than Britain could raise in a hundred years. Look at you!’ His voice was filled with scorn. ‘You might beat one General, then another, but they’ll keep coming! And they’ll win! And do you know why? Because they have an idea. It’s called freedom, and justice, and equality!’ He stopped abruptly, his eyes blazing.


      ‘What are you, Ibbotson?’ Sharpe asked.


      ‘A man.’


      Sharpe smiled at the dramatic challenge in the answer. The argument wasn’t new, Rifleman Tongue could be relied on to trot it out most nights, but Sharpe was curious why an educated man like Ibbotson should be in the ranks of the army and preaching the French shibboleths of freedom.


      ‘You’re educated Ibbotson. Where are you from?’


      Ibbotson did not answer. He stared at Sharpe, clutching his bayonet. There was silence. Behind him Sharpe heard Harper and Peters shuffle their feet on the hard earth floor. Moss cleared his throat and beckoned at Ibbotson. ‘’E’s a vicar’s son, sir.’ He said it as if it explained everything.


      Sharpe looked at Ibbotson. The son of a vicarage? Perhaps the father had died or the family was too large, and penury could lie at the end of both those roads. But what fate had driven Ibbotson to join the army? To pit his puny strength against the drunks and hardened criminals who were the usual scrapings gathered by the recruiting parties? Ibbotson stared back at him and then, to Sharpe’s disgust, began to cry. He let go of the bayonet and buried his face in the crook of his left elbow, and Sharpe wondered if he were suddenly thinking of a vicarage garden beside a church and a long-lost mother baking bread in the ripeness of an English summer. He turned to Harper.


      ‘They’re under arrest, Sergeant. You’ll have to carry those two.’


      He stepped outside the hovel into the foetid alleyway. ‘Kirby?’


      ‘Sir?’


      ‘You can go.’ The man ran off. Sharpe did not want him to face the four deserters whose arrest he had caused. ‘You others. Inside.’


      He stared up between the narrowing walls at the patch of sky. Swallows flashed across the opening, the colours were deepening into night, and tomorrow there would be executions. But first there was Josefina. Harper came to the door. ‘We’re ready, sir.’


      ‘Then let’s go.’

    

  


  
    
      CHAPTER 13


    


    
      Sharpe woke with a start, sat up, instinctively reached for a weapon and then, realising where he was, sank back on the pillow. He was covered with sweat though the night was cool and a small breeze stirred the edges of the curtains either side of the open window, through which he could see a full moon. Josefina sat beside the bed, watching him, a glass of wine in her hand. ‘You were dreaming.’


      ‘Yes.’


      ‘What about?’


      ‘My first battle.’ He did not say any more but in his dream he had been unable to load the Brown Bess, the bayonet would not fit the muzzle, and the French kept coming and laughing at the frightened boy on the wet plains of Flanders. Boxtel, it had been called, and he rarely thought of the messy fight in the damp field. He looked at the girl. ‘What about you?’ He patted the bed. ‘Why are you up?’


      She shrugged. ‘I couldn’t sleep.’ She had put on some kind of dark robe, and only her face and the hand holding the glass were visible in the unlit room.


      ‘Why couldn’t you sleep?’


      ‘I was thinking. About what you said.’


      ‘It may not happen.’


      She smiled at him. ‘No.’


      Somewhere in the town a dog barked but there were no other sounds. Sharpe thought of the prisoners and wondered if they were spending their last night awake and listening to the same dog. He thought back to the evening after he had come back from the guardroom and the long conversation with Josefina. She wanted to reach Madrid, was desperate to reach Madrid, and Sharpe had told her he thought it unlikely that the allies would get as far as Spain’s capital. Sharpe thought that Josefina had little idea why she wanted to reach Madrid; it was the dream city for her, the pot of gold at the end of a fading rainbow, and he was jealous of her desire to get there. ‘Why not go back to Lisbon?’


      ‘My husband’s family won’t welcome me, not now.’


      ‘Ah, Edward.’


      ‘Duarte.’ Her correction was automatic.


      ‘Then go home.’ They had had this conversation before. He tried to force her to reject every option but staying near him, as though he thought he could afford to keep her.


      ‘Home? You don’t understand. They will force me to wait for him just like his parents do. In a convent or in a dark room, it doesn’t matter.’ Her voice was edged with despair. She had been brought up in Oporto, the daughter of a merchant who was rich enough to mix with the important English families in the town who dominated the Port trade. She had learned English as a child because that language was the tongue of the wealthy and powerful in her home town. Then she had married Duarte, ten years her senior, and Keeper of the King’s Falcons in Lisbon. It was a courtier’s job, far from any falcons, and she had loved the glitter of the palace, the balls, the fashionable life. Then, two years before, when the Royal Family had fled to Brazil, Duarte had taken a mistress instead of his wife, and she had been left in the big house with his parents and sisters. ‘They wanted me to go into a convent. Can you believe that? That I should wait for him in a convent, a dutiful wife, while he fathers bastards on that woman?’


      Sharpe rolled off the bed and walked to the window. He leaned on the black ironwork, oblivious of his nakedness, and stared towards the east as if, in the night sky, he might see the reflection of the French fires. They were there, a long day’s march away, but there was nothing to be seen except the moonlight on the countryside and the falling roofs of the town. Josefina came and stood beside him and ran her fingers down the scars on his back. ‘What happens tomorrow?’


      Sharpe turned and looked down on her. ‘They get shot.’


      ‘It’s quick?’


      ‘Yes.’ There was no point in telling her of the times when the bullets missed and the officers had to walk up and blow the heads apart with a pistol. He put an arm round her and drew her to him, smelling her hair. She rested her head on his chest, her fingers still exploring the scars. ‘I’m frightened.’ Her voice was very small.


      ‘Of them?’


      ‘Yes.’


      Gibbons and Berry had been in the guardroom when the deserters had been brought in. Sir Henry was there, rubbing his hands, and in his delight at the capture of the fugitives had effusively thanked Sharpe, all enmity suddenly put aside. The court-martial was a formality, a matter of moments, and then the paper had gone to be signed by the General and the fate of the four men sealed. Sharpe, for a few moments, had been left in the room with the two Lieutenants, but nothing had been said to him. They had talked quietly, occasionally laughing, looking at him as if to provoke his anger, but it was the wrong time and place. It would come. He tilted her face towards him. ‘Would you need me if they were not here?’


      She nodded. ‘You still don’t understand. I’m a married woman and I’ve run away. Oh, I know he’s done worse, but that does not count against him. The day I left Duarte’s parents I became alone. Do you see? I can’t go back there, my parents will not forgive me. I thought in Madrid…’ She tailed away.


      ‘And Christian Gibbons said he would look after you in Madrid?’


      She nodded again. ‘Other girls went, you know that. There are so many officers. But now.’ She stopped again. He knew what she was thinking.


      ‘Now you’re worried. No Madrid and you’re with someone who has no money and you’re thinking of all those nights in the fields or flea-ridden cottages?’


      She smiled up at him and Sharpe felt the pang of her beauty. ‘One day, Richard, you’ll be a Colonel with a big horse, and lots of money, and you’ll be horrible to all the Captains and Lieutenants.’


      He laughed. ‘But not quickly enough for you?’ He had spoken the truth, he knew, but it did not help her. There were other girls, girls of good family like Josefina, who had risked everything to run to the soldiers. But they had been unmarried and had found refuge in a fast wedding, and their families had been forced to make the best of it. But Josefina? Sharpe knew she would find a man richer than he, a cavalry officer with money to spare and an eye for a woman, and her affection for Sharpe would be overridden by the need for comfort and security. He pulled her very tight to his chest, feeling the night air chill on his skin. ‘I’ll look after you.’


      ‘Promise?’ Her voice was muffled.


      ‘I promise.’


      ‘Then I won’t be frightened.’ She pulled slightly away. ‘You’re cold?’


      ‘It doesn’t matter.’


      ‘Come on.’ She led him back into the dark room. He knew that she was his for a short time, and only a short time, and he was saddened by it. Outside the dog barked on at the empty sky.

    

  


  
    
      CHAPTER 14


    


    
      The Battalion paraded in companies forming three sides of a hollow square. The fourth side, instead of the accustomed flogging triangle, was made up of two leaning poplar trees that grew beside a shallow pool. The fringes of the pond had been trampled by cavalry, and the mud had dried ochre lumps streaked with green scum. Between the trees lay the Battalion’s bass drum, and on its grey stretched skin there rested an open Bible and prayer book. There was no wind to stir the pages, just the sun continuing its relentless assault on the plain and on the men who sweated at attention in full uniform.


      Sharpe stood before the Light Company at the left of the line and stared over the heads of the Grenadier Company opposite at the castle of Oropesa. It dominated the plain for miles, its curtain walls rising like stone slabs above the roofs of the town and Sharpe wondered idly what it must have been like to ride in full knightly armour in the days when the castle was a real obstacle. Today’s modern siege artillery would punch through the seemingly solid walls and bring the stones tumbling into the steep streets in devastating avalanches. Sweat stung his eyes, dripped onto his green jacket, trickled down his spine. He felt curiously light-hearted, not at all a fit state to watch deserters blown into eternity, and as he stared at the castle he thought of Josefina and somehow, in the morning light, the bargain did not seem such a bad one. She was his for as long as she needed him but, in return, she offered him her happiness and vivacity. And when the arrangement ends? A good soldier, he knew, always planned for the battle after the one ahead, but he could make no plans for the moment when Josefina would take herself away.


      He looked at Gibbons, who paraded on his horse with the Light Company. Simmerson was mounted in the centre of the square next to General ‘Daddy’ Hill who, with his staff, had come to fulfill his duty of watching execution done. Gibbons sat, stony faced, and stared straight ahead. As soon as this parade was done Sharpe knew he would return to the safety of his uncle’s side, and the Lieutenant had spoken no word to Sharpe, just ridden his horse over to the company, turned it, and sat still. There was no need for words. Sharpe could feel the hatred almost radiating from the man, the determination for revenge, for Sharpe had not only gained the promotion Gibbons wanted but worse than that the Rifleman had the girl too. Sharpe knew the matter was unresolved.


      Fourteen men, all guilty of minor crimes, marched into the square and were stood facing the trees. Their punishment was to act as the firing squad, and as the men stood there, their muskets grounded, they stared with fascination at the two newly dug graves and the crude wooden coffins that waited for Ibbotson and Moss. The other two prisoners had died in the night. Sharpe half wondered whether Parton, the Battalion’s doctor, had helped them on their way rather than force the Battalion to watch two desperately sick men lashed to the trees and shot to pieces. Sharpe had seen many executions. As a child he had watched a public hanging and listened to the excitement of the crowd as the victims jerked and twitched on the gallows. He had seen men blown from the muzzles of decorated brass cannon, their bodies shredded into the Indian landscape, he had watched comrades tortured by the Tippoo’s women, fed to wild beasts, he had hung men by a casual roadside himself, yet most often he had seen men shot in the full panoply of ritual execution. He had never enjoyed the spectacle; he supposed no sensible man did, but he knew it was necessary. Somehow this execution was subtly different. It was not that Moss and Ibbotson did not deserve to die, they had deserted, planned to join the enemy, and there could be no end for them other than the firing squad. Yet coming on top of the fight at the bridge, coming on top of Simmerson’s floggings, his repeated condemnation of his men for losing the colour, the execution was seen by the Battalion as summing up Simmerson’s contempt and hatred for them. Sharpe had rarely felt such sullen resentment from any troops.


      In the distance, threading its way through the crowds of British and Spanish spectators, the Provost-Marshal’s party appeared, prisoners and guard. Forrest walked his horse forward of Simmerson.


      ‘’Talion! Fix Bayonets!’


      Blades scraped out of scabbards and steel rippled round the ranks of the companies. The men must die with due ceremony. Sharpe watched Gibbons bend down to talk to the sixteen-year-old Ensign Denny.


      ‘Your first execution, Mr Denny?’


      The youngster nodded. He was pale and apprehensive, like the younger soldiers in the ranks. Gibbons chuckled. ‘Best target practice the men can have!’


      ‘Quiet!’ Sharpe glared at his officers. Gibbons smiled secretly.


      ‘’Talion!’ Forrest’s horse edged sideways. The Major calmed it. ‘Shoulder arms!’


      The lines of men became tipped with bayonets. There was silence. The prisoners wore trousers and shirts, no jackets, and Sharpe supposed them to be half full of rough brandy or rum. A Chaplain walked with them, the mumble of his words just carrying to Sharpe, but the prisoners seemed to take no notice of him as they were marched to the trees. The drama moved inexorably forward. Moss and Ibbotson were tied to the trunks, blindfolded, and Forrest stood the firing squad to attention. Ibbotson, the son of the vicarage, was nearest to Sharpe, and he could see the man’s lips moving frenetically. Was he praying? Sharpe could not hear the words.


      Forrest gave no commands. The firing party had been rehearsed to obey signals rather than orders, and they presented and aimed to jerks of the Major’s sword. Suddenly Ibbotson’s voice came clear and loud, the educated tones filled with desperation, and Sharpe recognised the words. ‘We have erred and strayed from thy ways like lost sheep…’ Forrest dropped the sword, the muskets banged, the bodies jerked maniacally, and a flock of birds burst screeching from the branches. Two Lieutenants ran forward with drawn pistols, but the musket balls had done their work and the bodies hung with crushed and bloodied chests in front of the lingering white musket smoke.


      A murmur, barely audible, went through the ranks of the Battalion. Sharpe turned on his men.


      ‘Quiet!’


      The Light Company stood silent. The smoke from the firing party smelt pungent in the air. The murmur became louder. Officers and Sergeants screamed orders, but the men of the South Essex had found their protest and the humming became more insistent. Sharpe kept his own company quiet by sheer force, by standing glaring at them with drawn sword, but he could do nothing about the contempt that they showed on their faces. It was not aimed at him, it was for Simmerson, and the Colonel twitched his reins in the center of the square and bellowed for silence. The noise increased. Sergeants ran into the ranks and struck at men they suspected of making any sound, officers screamed at companies, adding to the din, and from beyond the Battalion came the jeers of the British soldiers from other units who had drifted out of the town to watch the execution.


      Gradually the moaning and humming died away, as slowly as the executioners’ smoke thinned into the air, and the Battalion stood silent and motionless. ‘Daddy’ Hill had not moved or spoken but now he motioned to his aides-de-camp and the small group trotted delicately away, past the firing squad who now lifted the bodies into the coffins, and off towards Oropesa. Hill’s face was expressionless. Sharpe had never met ‘Daddy’ Hill but he knew, as did the rest of the army, that the General had a reputation as a kind and considerate officer and Sharpe wondered what he thought of Simmerson and his methods. Rowland Hill commanded six Battalions but Sharpe was certain none would offer him as many problems as the South Essex.


      Simmerson rode his horse to the graves, wrenched the beast round, and stood in his stirrups. His face was suffused with blood, his rage obvious and throbbing, his voice shrill in the silence. ‘There will be a parade for punishment at six o’clock this evening. Full equipment! You will pay for that display!’ The men stood silent. Simmerson lowered his rump onto the saddle. ‘Major Forrest! Carry on!’


      Company by company, the Battalion marched past the open coffins, and the men were made to stare at the mangled bodies waiting by their graves. There, said the army, is what will happen to you if you run away; and more than that, because the names of the dead men would be sent home to be posted on their parish notice boards so that shame could descend on their families as well. The companies marched past in silence.


      When the Battalion was gone and the other spectators had gawped at the remains, a working party lowered the coffins into the graves. Earth was shovelled into the holes, the grass turves carefully replaced so that to a casual eye there were no visible signs of the burials. They were deliberately left unmarked, the final insult, but when all the soldiers had gone Spanish peasants found the graves and hammered wooden crosses into the turf. It was no measure of respect, just the precaution of sensible men. The dead were Protestants, buried in unhallowed ground, and the crude crosses were there to keep the unquiet spirits firmly underground. The people of Spain had enough problems with the war; the armies of France, Spain, and now Britain crossed and recrossed their land. There was little a peasant could do about that, or about the men who fought the Guerilla, the little war. But the ghosts of heathen Englishmen were another matter. Who needed them to scare the cattle and stalk the fields by night? They hammered the crosses deep and slept easy.

    

  


  
    
      CHAPTER 15


    


    
      One man in ten was to be flogged. Sixty men from the Battalion, six from each company, the Captain of each company to deliver his six men, stripped to the waist, ready to be tied to the flogging triangles that Simmerson was having made by local carpenters. The Colonel had made his announcement, and then he glared with his small red eyes round the assembled officers. Were there any comments?


      Sharpe took a breath. To say anything was useless, to say nothing was cowardly.


      ‘I think it a bad idea, sir.’


      ‘Captain Sharpe thinks it a bad idea.’ Simmerson dripped acid with every word. ‘Captain Sharpe, gentlemen, can tell us how to command men. Why is it a bad idea, Captain Sharpe?’


      ‘To shoot two men in the morning and flog sixty in the afternoon seems to me to be doing the work of the French for them, sir.’


      ‘You do. Well, damn you, Sharpe, and damn your ideas. If the discipline in this Battalion was as strictly enforced by the Captains as I demand, then this punishment would not be necessary. I will have them flogged! And that includes your precious Riflemen, Sharpe! I expect three of them in your six! There’ll be no favouritism.’


      There was nothing to be said or done. The Captains told their companies and, like Sharpe, cut straws and drew lots to determine who should be Simmerson’s victims. Three dozen strokes each for sixty men. By two o’clock the victims were scrounging for spirits that might dull their flesh, and their sullen companions began the long afternoon of cleaning and polishing their kit for Simmerson’s inspection. Sharpe left them to their work and went back to the house that served as the Battalion’s headquarters. There was trouble in the air, a mood reminiscent of the heaviness before a thunderstorm; Sharpe’s happiness of the morning was replaced by apprehension, and he found himself wondering what might happen before he went back to the house where Josefina waited for him and dreamed of Madrid.


      He spent the afternoon laboriously filling in the company books. Each month the Day Book had to be copied into the Ledger, and the Ledger was due for Simmerson’s inspection in a week. He found ink, sharpened a quill, and with his tongue between his teeth began writing the details. He could have delegated the job to the Sergeant who looked after the books, but he preferred to do the job himself and then no one could accuse the Sergeant of favouritism. To Thomas Cresacre, Private, was debited the cost of one new shoe-brush. Fivepence. Sharpe sighed; the entry in the columns hid some small tragedy. Cresacre had hurled the brush at his wife, and the wooden back had split against a stone wall. Sergeant McGivern had seen it happen and reported the man, and so on top of his marital troubles Thomas Cresacre would now lose fivepence from a day’s pay of twelvepence. The next entry in the small Day Book that lived in Sharpe’s pocket was for a pair of shoes for Jedediah Horrell. Sharpe hesitated. Horrell claimed the shoes had been stolen, and Sharpe was inclined to believe him. Horrell was a good man, a sturdy labourer from the Midlands, and Sharpe always found his musket cared for and his equipment orderly. And Horrell had already been punished. For two days he had marched in borrowed boots, and his feet were blistered and burst. Sharpe crossed the entry from his Day Book and wrote in the Ledger ‘Lost in Action.’ He had saved Private Horrell six shillings and sixpence. He drew the Accoutrement Book towards him and laboriously copied the information from the ledger into the book. He was amused to see that Lennox had already described every man in the company as having lost a stock ‘in Action’, so officially the stocks, like Horrell’s boots, were now a charge on the government rather than on the individual who had lost them. For an hour he kept copying from Day Book to Ledger to Accoutrement Book, the small change of daily soldiering. When he had finished he drew the Mess Book towards him. This was easier. Sergeant Read, who kept the books, had already crossed out the names of the men who had died at Valdelacasa and written in the new names, Sharpe’s Riflemen and the six men who had been drafted into the Light Company when Wellesley made them the new Battalion of Detachments. Against each of the names Sharpe wrote the figure three shillings and sixpence, the sum that was debited each week for the cost of their food. It was unfair, he knew, because the men were already on half rations, and the word was that the supply situation was worsening. The Commissary officers were scouring the Tagus valley; there were frequent clashes between British and French patrols to decide which side could search a village for hidden food. There were even battles between the British and their Spanish allies, who had failed to deliver a hundredth part of the supplies they had promised, yet they daily drove in herds of pigs, sheep, cattle or goats for their own men. But it was not in Sharpe’s power to reduce the amount the men paid, even if the rations were not delivered in full. Instead he noted at the bottom of the page that the sum was double the food delivered and hoped that he would be ordered to redress the balance later. In the next column he wrote fourpence in each line, the cost of having the men’s clothes washed by the wives on the strength. A man’s washing cost him seventeen shillings and fourpence a year, his rations over eight pounds. Each private earned a shilling a day, seventeen pounds and sixteen shillings a year, but by the time he had been deducted for food, for washing, for pipeclay and blackball, for soling and heeling, and the one day’s pay each year that went to the Military hospitals at Chelsea and Kilmainham, each man was left with the three sevens. Seven pounds, seven shillings and seven pence, and Sharpe knew from bitter experience that they were lucky to get even that. Most men lost further sums to replace missing equipment, and the truth was that each private was paid about fourpence halfpenny a day to fight the French.


      As a Captain, Sharpe received ten shillings and sixpence a day. It seemed like a fortune but more than half was deducted for his food and then the officers’ mess demanded a further levy of two shillings and eightpence a day to pay for wine, luxury foods, and the mess servants. He paid more for cleaning, for the hospitals, and he knew the sums backwards. They simply did not add up. And now Josefina was looking to him for money. Hogan had lent him money and, added to the contents of his leather bag, he had enough for the next fortnight, but after that? His only hope was to find a rich corpse on the battlefield. A very rich corpse.


      Sharpe finished with the books, shut them, laid the quill on the table and yawned as a clock in the town struck four. He opened the Weekly Mess Book again and looked down at the names, wondering morbidly how many would still be there in a week’s time and how many would have the word ‘deceased’ entered against them. Would his name be crossed out? Would some other officer look at the ledger and wonder who had written ‘Fivepence, one shoe-brush’, against the name Thomas Cresacre? He shut the books again. It was all academic. The army had not been paid for a month, and even then they had not been paid up to date. He would give the books to Sergeant Read, who would store them on the company mule and when, and if, the pay arrived, Read would make the deductions from the books and pay the men their handfuls of coins. There was a knock on the door.


      ‘Who is it?’


      ‘Me, sir.’ It was Harper’s voice.


      ‘Come in.’


      Harper’s face was bleak, his manner formal. ‘Well, Sergeant?’


      ‘Trouble, sir. Bad. The men are refusing to parade.’


      Sharpe remembered his apprehension. ‘Which men?’


      ‘Whole bloody Battalion, sir. Even our lads have joined in.’ When Patrick Harper spoke of ‘our lads’ he meant the Riflemen. Sharpe stood up and slung on the big sword. ‘Who knows about this?’


      ‘Colonel does, sir. Men sent him a letter.’


      Sharpe swore under his breath. ‘They sent him a letter? Who signed it?’


      Harper shook his head. ‘No-one signed it, sir. It just tells him that they won’t parade and if he comes near they’ll blow his bloody head off.’


      Sharpe picked up the rifle. There was a word for what was happening, and the word was ‘mutiny’. Simmerson’s flogging of one man in ten could easily change into decimation, and instead of being flogged the men would be stood against the trees and shot. He looked at Harper. ‘What’s happening?’


      ‘Lot of talk, sir. They’re barricading themselves in the timber yard.’


      ‘All of them?’


      Harper shook his head. ‘No, sir. There’s a couple of hundred still in the orchard. Your company’s there, sir, but the lads in the yard are trying to persuade them to join in.’


      Sharpe nodded. The Battalion had been bivouacked in an olive grove which the men called an orchard simply because the trees were laid out in neat rows. The grove was behind a timber yard, a walled yard with just one entrance. ‘Who delivered the letter?’


      ‘Don’t know, sir. It was pushed under the door of Simmerson’s house.’


      Sharpe hurried out of the door. The courtyard of the house was shadowed and silent; most officers were taking the chance of looking at the town before they marched the next day to meet the French. ‘Are there any officers at the timber yard?’


      ‘No, sir.’


      ‘What about the Sergeants?’


      Harper’s face was expressionless. Sharpe guessed that many of the Sergeants were sympathetic to the protest but, like the big Irishman, knew better than the men what the result would be if the Battalion refused to parade. ‘Wait here.’


      Sharpe ran back into the house. The rooms lay cool and empty. A woman looked at him from the kitchen, a string of peppers held in her hand, and quickly shut the door when she saw his face. Sharpe took the stairs two at a time and threw open the door of the room where the Light Company’s junior officers were quartered. Ensign Denny was the only occupant, and the sixteen-year-old was lying fast asleep on a straw mattress.


      ‘Denny!’


      The boy came awake, frightened. ‘Sir!’


      ‘Where’s Knowles?’


      ‘Don’t know, sir. In town, I think.’


      Sharpe thought for a second. The boy stared wide-eyed from the mattress. Sharpe’s hand gripped and regripped the sword hilt. ‘Join me in the courtyard as soon as you’re dressed. Hurry.’


      Harper was waiting in the street, where the heat of the sun had seared the stones so that Sharpe could feel the burning even through the soles of his boots. ‘Sergeant, I want the Light Company on parade in five minutes in the track behind the orchard. Full kit.’


      The Sergeant opened his mouth to ask a question, saw the look on Sharpe’s face, and threw a salute instead. He strode off. Denny came out of the courtyard buckling on his sword, which trailed on the stones beside him. He looked apprehensive as Sharpe turned to him. ‘Listen carefully. You are to find out for me where Colonel Simmerson is and what he is doing. Understand?’ The boy nodded. ‘And you’re not to let him know that’s what you’re doing. Try the castle. Then come and find me. I’ll either be on the track beside the orchard or on the square in front of the timber yard. If I’m not in either place, then find Sergeant Harper and wait with him. Understand?’ Denny nodded again. ‘Repeat it to me.’


      The boy went through his instructions. He desperately wanted to ask Sharpe what the excitement was about but dared not. Sharpe nodded when he finished. ‘One more thing, Christopher.’ He deliberately used Denny’s Christian name to give the lad reassurance. ‘You are not, in any circumstance, to go in the timber yard. Now, be off. If you see Lieutenant Knowles, or Major Forrest, or Captain Leroy, ask them if they’ll join me. Hurry!’


      Denny clutched his sword and ran off. Sharpe liked him. One day he would make a good officer, if he was not first spitted on the bayonet of a French Grenadier. Sharpe turned down the hill towards the timber yard and the billets of the men. There was only one chance of averting a disaster and that was to get the Battalion on parade as soon as possible, before Simmerson had time to react to the threat of mutiny. There was a clatter of hooves behind him and he turned to see a rider waving at him. It was Captain Sterritt, the officer of the day, and he looked understandably nervous.


      ‘Sharpe!’


      ‘Sterritt?’


      Sterritt pulled up his horse. ‘There’s an officers’ call at the Castle. Now. Everyone.’


      ‘What’s happening?’


      Sterritt looked frantically round the deserted street as though someone might overhear the further disaster that had overtaken Simmerson’s Battalion. Sharpe had hardly seen Sterritt since the fight at the bridge. The man was patently frightened of Simmerson, of the men, of Sharpe, of everyone, and deliberately made himself insignificant so as to escape notice. He sketched in the events at the timber yard. Sharpe interrupted him. ‘I know about that. What’s happening at the castle?’


      ‘The Colonel’s asked to see General Hill.’


      There was still time. He looked up at the frightened Captain. ‘Listen. You haven’t seen me. Understand, Sterritt? You have not seen me.’


      ‘But…’


      ‘No buts. Do you want to see those sixty men shot?’


      Sterritt’s mouth dropped open. He looked round the street again and back to Sharpe. ‘The Colonel’s orders are that no-one is to go near the timber yard.’


      ‘You haven’t seen me so how could I have heard the order?’


      ‘Oh.’ Sterritt did not know how to react. He watched Sharpe go on down the street and wished again that he had been born four years earlier; then he would have been the eldest and would now be a gentleman farmer. As it was he felt like a rag doll swept away in a flood. He turned sadly away towards the castle and wondered what would become of it all.


      In front of the timber yard was a huge open space like an English village green, except that the grass here was bleached yellow and grew thinly on the shallow soil. The space was used for a weekly market but today it was a football ground for soldiers from a dozen Battalions. Sharpe could see troops from the 48th, the 29th, and a company of Royal American Rifles whose green jackets reminded him of happier days. The men cheered and jeered the players; soon, thought Sharpe, they would have a more interesting spectacle to watch.


      He turned left, beside the wall of the timber yard, and down toward the orchard. No-one was on the track as he had expected, but as he drew nearer he shouted for Harper and was rewarded by hearing a flurry of commands as the Light Company Sergeants ordered the men onto the track. He assumed the men would be reluctant to parade but doubted if they would dare oppose him, and he stopped and watched as Harper paraded the company in four ranks.


      ‘Company on parade. Sir!’


      ‘Thank you, Sergeant.’


      Sharpe walked to the front of the company, his back to the trees and to the crowd of spectators drawn from the Battalion’s women mixed with men from the other companies who had come over the wall from the yard.


      ‘We’re going on parade early.’ They didn’t move. Their eyes stared rigidly in front of them. ‘The six men detailed for punishment one step forward.’


      There was a fractional hesitation. The six men, three Riflemen and three from the original Light Company, looked left and right but took the pace. There was a murmur in the ranks.


      ‘Quiet!’


      The men went silent but from behind, from the orchard, a group of women began shouting insults and encouraging their men not to give up the protest. Sharpe spun round.


      ‘Hold your tongues! Women can be flogged too!’


      He marched the company to the market square and moved the footballers reluctantly from the thin turf. The six men to be flogged stood in the front rank wearing only their trousers and shirts. They went easily enough. Sharpe could tell from their faces that they were relieved that he had taken them over and forced them onto parade. Whatever hot words had been spoken in the burning Spanish afternoon Sharpe knew that no man really wanted to go through the hopeless business of taking on the full authority of the army. That sounded simple, he thought, and now he had to persuade nine other companies. He walked close to the six men in the front rank and looked hard at them.


      ‘I know it’s unfair.’ He spoke quietly. ‘You didn’t make the noise this morning.’ He stopped. He was not sure what he wanted to say, and to go further would be to sound too sympathetic to their protest. Gataker, one of the unlucky Riflemen, grinned cheerfully.


      ‘It’s all right, sir. It’s not your fault. And we’ve bribed the drummer boys.’


      Sharpe smiled back. The bribe would be of little use, Simmerson would make sure of that, but he was grateful for Gataker’s words. He stepped back five paces and raised his voice.


      ‘Wait here! If any man moves he’ll replace one of these six men!’


      He walked over the turf towards the double gates of the timber yard. He had never really worried about his own men, knew that they would follow him, but as he paced towards the shut gates he wondered what trouble was brewing inside. And, more importantly, what trouble was being brewed behind the slab-like walls of the castle. He felt for his sword hilt and walked on.

    

  


  
    
      CHAPTER 16


    


    
      ‘Sir! Captain! Sir!’


      Ensign Denny was running towards him, sword trailing, his face streaming with sweat. ‘Sir?’


      ‘What did you find out?’


      ‘Colonel’s at the castle, sir. I think he’s with the General. I met Captain Leroy and Major Forrest. Captain Leroy asked you to wait for him.’


      Over Denny’s shoulder Sharpe saw Leroy, on his horse, coming from the steep streets that led to the castle. The American, thank God, was not hurrying. He walked his horse as though there were no emergency; if the men in the timber yard saw panic and worry among the officers they would think they were winning and merely become more obstinate.


      Leroy’s horse almost sauntered the last few yards. The American nodded at Sharpe, took his hands off the reins, and lit a long black cheroot. ‘Sharpe.’


      Sharpe grinned. ‘Leroy.’


      Leroy slid off the horse and looked at Denny. ‘You ride a horse, young man?’


      ‘Oh yes, sir!’


      ‘Well climb up on that one and keep her quiet for me. Here you are.’ Leroy cupped his hands and heaved the Ensign into the saddle.


      ‘Wait for us at the company,’ Sharpe said.


      Denny rode away. Leroy turned to Sharpe. ‘There’s bloody panic upstairs. Simmerson’s turned green and is shrieking for the artillery, Daddy Hill’s telling him to calm down.’


      ‘You were up there?’


      Leroy nodded. ‘Met Sterritt. He’s giving birth to kittens, thinks it’s all his fault because he’s officer of the day. Simmerson’s screaming mutiny. What’s happening?’


      They walked on towards the timber yard. Sharpe refused the offer of a cheroot. ‘They’ve said they won’t go on parade. But no-one’s actually ordered them to yet. My lads went easy enough. As I see it we’ve got to get the rest out there fast.’


      Leroy blew a thin stream of smoke into the air. ‘Simmerson’s getting the cavalry.’


      ‘What?’


      ‘Daddy didn’t have much choice, did he? Colonel comes to him and says the troops are mutineers. So the General’s ordered the KGL down here. They’ll be some time, though; they weren’t even saddled up.’


      The King’s German Legion. They were the best cavalry in Wellesley’s army: fast, efficient, brave, and a good choice to break up a mutiny. Sharpe dreaded the thought of the German horsemen clearing out the timber yard with their sabres.


      ‘Where’s Forrest?’


      Leroy gestured at the castle. ‘He’s coming down here. He went to look for the Sergeant Major. I don’t think he’ll wait for Sir Henry and his heavies.’ Leroy grinned. They were at the gates, which were ajar. Harper had spoken of barricades but Sharpe could see none. Leroy gestured to him. ‘Go ahead, Sharpe. I’ll let you do the talking. They think you’re some kind of a bloody miracle worker.’


      His first impression was of a yard full of men lying, standing, sitting, their weapons piled, their jackets and equipment discarded. There was a fire burning in the centre of the yard, which struck him as odd because of the heat of the day, and then he remembered the extra triangles which Simmerson had ordered for the mass flogging. The Colonel must have ordered the work done at this yard, and the men had burned the timber which had been crudely nailed together ready for the punishments. There was a momentary hush as the two officers came through the gate, followed by a buzz of excited talk. Leroy leaned against the entrance; Sharpe walked slowly through the groups of men, heading for the fire, which seemed to be the focus of the yard. The men were drinking, some already drunk, and as Sharpe walked slowly through the muttered comments and hostile looks, a man ironically offered him a bottle. Sharpe ignored it, knocked the man’s arm with his knee as he walked past, and heard the bottle break on the ground. He came to the space in front of the fire, and as he turned to face the bulk of the men the muttering died down. He guessed there was not much fight in them, no ringleader had protested, there had only been sullen muttering.


      ‘Sergeants!’


      No-one moved. There had to be Sergeants in the yard. He shouted again.


      ‘Sergeants! On the double! Here!’


      Still no-one moved, but in the corner of his eye he had the impression of a group of men, in shirts and trousers, stir uneasily. He pointed at them.


      ‘Come on. Hurry! Put your equipment on!’


      They hesitated. For a moment he wondered if the Sergeants were the ringleaders but then realised that they were probably afraid of the men. But they picked up jackets and belts. There was some shouting at them but no-one made a move to stop them. Sharpe began to relax.


      ‘No!’ A man stood up to the left. There was a hush, all movement stopped; the Sergeants looked at the man who had spoken. He was a big man with an intelligent face. He turned to the men in the yard and spoke in a reasonable voice.


      ‘We’re not going. We decided that and we must keep to it!’ His voice, like the dead Ibbotson’s, was educated. He turned to Sharpe. ‘The Sergeants can go, sir, but we’re not. It isn’t fair.’


      Sharpe ignored him. This was not the time to discuss whether Simmerson’s discipline was fair or unfair. Discipline, at moments like this, was not open to discussion. It existed, and that was that. He turned back to the Sergeants.


      ‘Come on! Move yourselves!’


      The Sergeants, a dozen of them, came sheepishly to the fire. Sharpe was suddenly aware of the scorching heat of the blaze; added to the sun it was breaking his back into a prickly sweat. The Sergeants shuffled to a halt. Sharpe spoke loudly. ‘You’ve got two minutes. I want everyone on parade, in this yard, properly dressed. The men to be flogged wearing shirts and trousers only. Grenadier Company by the gate, the rest formed on them. Move!’


      They hesitated. Sharpe took a step towards them and they suddenly snapped into action. He turned and walked into the crowded men. ‘On your feet! You’re on parade! Hurry up!’


      The burly man tried one last protest, and Sharpe whipped round on him. ‘You want more bloody executions? Move!’


      It was all over. Some of the drunker men needed kicking onto their feet but the little fight had gone out of them. Leroy joined Sharpe and, with the Sergeants, they dressed the companies. The men looked a mess. Their uniforms were unbrushed, spotted with sawdust, their belts stained and muskets dirty. Some of the men were pale with drink. Sharpe had rarely seen a Battalion in worse parade order, but that was better than a mutinous rabble being chased by the efficient German cavalry.


      Leroy swung open the gates, Sharpe gave the order, and the Battalion marched out in formation to line up on the Light Company. Forrest was outside. His mouth dropped as the First company emerged. He had a handful of officers and other Sergeants with him, and they ran to their companies and shouted orders. The Battalion began to march crisply; the Sergeant Major hammered them into place, stood them at ease, stood the ranks easy. Sharpe marched up to Forrest’s horse, snapped to attention, and saluted.


      ‘Battalion on parade, sir!’


      Forrest looked down on him. ‘What happened?’


      ‘Happened, sir? Nothing.’


      ‘But I was told they refused to parade.’


      Sharpe pointed at the Battalion. The men were pulling their uniforms into shape, brushing the worst dirt off their jackets, punching their shakoes into shape. Forrest stared at them and back to Sharpe. ‘He’s not going to like this.’


      ‘The Colonel, sir?’


      Forrest grinned. ‘He’s coming here with the cavalry, Sharpe. And General Hill.’ Forrest checked his grin; it was unseemly, but Sharpe understood his amusement. Simmerson would be furious; he had disturbed a General, roused a Regiment of cavalry, and all for a mutiny that had not happened. The thought pleased Sharpe.


      The Battalion stood in the heat, the bells in the town marked five o’clock and quarter past; they dusted their uniforms as well as they could. Perhaps half the officers were present, they dribbled in from the town, but the rest were with Simmerson. As the clock struck the half hour there was the thunder of hooves, a cloud of dust, and in a display of force calculated to demoralise the supposedly mutinying troops the blue-uniformed Dragoons of the King’s German Legion galloped onto the market square. They were splendidly turned out in their blue jackets, fur-trimmed pelisses and, on their heads, brown fur colbacks. Their sabres were drawn and they rode straight for the timber yard. Slowly it dawned on them that it was empty and that the heads they had been sent to break were on parade. Orders were shouted, horses turned, the cavalry subsided into an embarrassed silence and watched the gaggle of redcoated horsemen follow them onto the market place: Colonel Sir Henry Simmerson with Major General Rowland Hill, aides de camp, officers of the Battalion like Gibbons and Berry, and behind them a gaggle of other mounted officers who had come to see the excitement. They all stopped and stared. Simmerson peered into the timber yard, looked back at the parade, and then once more into the yard. The Sergeant Major took his cue from Forrest.


      ‘’Talion! ’Shun!’


      The Battalion of Detachments snapped to attention. The Sergeant Major filled his chest.


      ‘’Talion! Shoulder arms!’


      The three movements were perfectly timed. There was only the sound of six hundred palms slapping six hundred muskets in unison.


      ‘’Talion will make the General Salute!’ There was a General present. ‘Present arms!’


      Sharpe swept his sword into the salute. Behind him the companies slammed the ground with their feet, the muskets dipped in glorious precision, the parade quivered with pride. ‘Daddy’ Hill saluted back. The Sergeant Major shouldered the Battalion’s arms, ordered them, and stood the men at ease. Sharpe watched Forrest ride his horse to Simmerson and salute. He could see gesticulations but could hear nothing. Hill seemed to be asking the questions and Sharpe saw Forrest turn in his saddle and point in the direction of the Light Company. The pointed arm turned into a beckoning one. ‘Captain Sharpe!’


      Sharpe marched across the parade ground as though he were the Regimental Sergeant Major on a Royal parade. Damn Simmerson. He might as well have his face rubbed in the dirt. He cracked to a halt, saluted, and waited. Hill looked down on him, his round face shadowed by his large cocked hat.


      ‘Captain Sharpe?’


      ‘Sir!’


      ‘You paraded the Battalion? Is that correct?’


      ‘Sir!’ Sharpe had learned as a Sergeant that repeating the word ‘sir’ with enough fore and precision could get a man through most meetings with senior officers. Hill realised it too. He looked at his watch and then back at Sharpe. ‘The parade is thirty minutes early. Why?’


      ‘The men seemed bored, sir. I thought some drill would do them good, so Captain Leroy and myself brought them out.’


      Hill smiled; he liked the answer. He looked at the ranks standing immobile in the sunlight. ‘Tell me, Captain, did anyone refuse to parade?’


      ‘Refuse, sir?’ Sharpe sounded surprised. ‘No, sir.’


      Hill looked at him keenly. ‘Not one man, Captain?’


      ‘No, sir. Not one man.’ Sharpe dared not look at Simmerson. Once more the Colonel was looking foolish. He had cried ‘mutiny’ to a General of Division only to find that a junior Captain had paraded the men. Sharpe sensed Simmerson shifting uneasily on his saddle as Hill looked down shrewdly. ‘You surprise me, Captain.’


      ‘Surprise, sir?’


      Hill smiled. He had dealt with enough Sergeants in his life to know the game Sharpe was playing. ‘Yes, Captain. You see your Colonel received a letter saying that the men were refusing to parade. That’s called mutiny.’


      Sharpe turned innocent eyes on Simmerson. ‘A letter, sir? Refusing to parade?’ Simmerson glared at him; he would have killed Sharpe on the spot if he had dared. Sharpe looked back to Hill and let his expression change from innocent surprise to slow dawning of awareness. ‘I think that must be a prank, sir. You know how playful the lads get when they’re ready for battle.’


      Hill laughed. He’d been beaten by enough Sergeants to know when to stop playing the game. ‘Good! Well, what a to-do about nothing! Today seems to be the South Essex’s day! This is the second parade I’ve attended in twelve hours. I think it’s time I inspected your men, Sir Henry.’ Simmerson said nothing. Hill turned back to Sharpe. ‘Thank you, Captain. 95th, eh?’


      ‘Yes, sir.’


      ‘I’ve heard of you, haven’t I? Sharpe. Let me think.’ He peered down at the Rifleman then snapped his fingers. ‘Of course! I’m honoured to make your acquaintance, Sharpe! Did you know the Rifles are on their way back?’


      Sharpe felt his heart leap in excitement. ‘Here, sir?’


      ‘They might even be in Lisbon by now. Can’t manage without the Rifles, eh, Simmerson?’ There was no reply. ‘Which Battalion are you, Sharpe?’


      ‘Second, sir.’


      ‘You’ll be disappointed, then. The first are coming. Still, it’ll be good to see old friends again, eh?’


      ‘Yes, sir.’


      Hill seemed genuinely happy to be chatting away. Over the General’s shoulder Sharpe caught a glimpse of Gibbons sitting disconsolate on his horse. The General slapped away a fly. ‘What do they say about the Rifles, eh Captain?’


      ‘First on the field and last off it, sir.’


      Hill nodded. ‘That’s the spirit! So you’re attached to the South Essex, are you?’


      ‘Yes, sir.’


      ‘Well, I’m glad you’re in my division, Sharpe, very glad. Carry on!’


      ‘Thank you, sir.’ He saluted, about turned, and marched back towards the Light Company. As he went he heard Hill call out to the cavalry’s commanding officer. ‘You can go home! No business today!’


      The General walked his horse down the ranks of the Battalion and talked affably with the men. Sharpe had heard much about ‘Daddy’ Hill and understood now why he had been given the nickname. The General had the knack of making every man think that he was cared for, seemed genuinely concerned about them, wanted them to be happy. There was no way in which he could not have seen the state of the Battalion. Even allowing for three weeks’ marching and the fight at the bridge, the men looked hastily turned out and sloppily dressed, but Hill turned a blind eye. When he reached the Light Company he nodded familiarly to Sharpe, joked about Harper’s height, made the men laugh. He left the company grinning and rode with Simmerson and his entourage to the centre of the parade ground.


      ‘You’ve been bad lads! I was disappointed in you this morning!’ He spoke slowly and distinctly so that the flank companies, like Sharpe’s, could hear him clearly. ‘You deserve the punishment that Sir Henry ordered!’ He paused. ‘But really you’ve done very well this afternoon! Early on parade!’ There was a rustle of laughter in the ranks. ‘You seem very keen to get your punishment!’ The laughter died. ‘Well, you’re going to be disappointed. Because of your behaviour this afternoon Sir Henry has asked me to cancel the punishment parade. I don’t think I agree with him but I’m going to let him have his way. So there will be no floggings.’ There was a sigh of relief. Hill took another deep breath. ‘Tomorrow we march with our Spanish allies towards the French! We’re going to Talavera and there’s going to be a battle! I’m proud to have you in my division. Together we’re going to show the French just what being a soldier means!’ He waved a benign hand at them. ‘Good luck, lads, good luck!’


      They cheered him till they were hoarse, took off their shakoes and waved them at the General, who beamed back at them like an indulgent parent. When the noise died down he turned to Simmerson.


      ‘Dismiss them, Colonel, dismiss them. They’ve done well!’


      Simmerson had no alternative but to obey. The parade was dismissed; the men streamed off the field in a buzz of talk and laughter. Hill trotted back towards the castle and Sharpe watched Simmerson and his group of officers ride after him. The man had been made to look foolish and he, Sharpe, would be blamed. The tall Rifleman walked slowly back towards the town, head down to discourage conversation. It was true that he had enjoyed discomfiting Simmerson, but the Colonel had asked for the treatment; he had not even bothered to check whether the men would refuse an order, he had simply screamed for the cavalry. Sharpe knew he had heaped too many insults on the Colonel and his nephew. Sharpe doubted now that Simmerson would be content with the letter that would be in Lisbon by now, waiting for a ship and a fair wind to carry the mail to London. The letter would blight Sharpe’s career, and unless he could perform a miracle in the battle that was coming nearer by the hour, then Simmerson would have the satisfaction of seeing Sharpe broken. But there was more to it now. There was honour and pride and a woman. He doubted if Gibbons would seek an honourable solution, he doubted if the Lieutenant would be satisfied by the letter his uncle had written, and he felt a shiver of apprehension at what might happen. The girl would be Gibbons’ target.


      A man ran up behind him. ‘Sir?’


      Sharpe turned. It was the burly man who had tried to stop the Battalion parading in the timber yard. ‘Yes?’


      ‘I wanted to thank you, sir.’


      ‘Thank me? For what?’ Sharpe spoke harshly. The man was embarrassed. ‘We would have been shot, sir.’


      ‘I would happily have given the order myself.’


      ‘Then thank you, sir.’


      Sharpe was impressed. The man could have kept silent. ‘What’s your name?’


      ‘Huckfield, sir.’ He was educated, and Sharpe was curious.


      ‘Where did you get your education, Huckfield?’


      ‘I was a clerk, sir, in a foundry.’


      ‘A foundry?’


      ‘Yes, sir. In Shropshire. We made iron, sir, all day and night. It was a valley of fire and smoke. I thought this might be more interesting.’


      ‘You volunteered!’ Sharpe’s astonishment showed in his voice.


      Huckfield grinned. ‘Yes, sir.’


      ‘Disappointed?’


      ‘The air’s cleaner, sir.’ Sharpe stared at him. He had heard men talk of the new ‘industry’ that was springing up in Britain. They had described, like Huckfield, whole landscapes that were bricked over and dotted with the giant furnaces producing iron and steel. He had heard stories of bridges thrown over rivers, bridges made entirely of metal, of boats and engines that worked from steam, but he had seen none of these things. One night, round a camp fire, someone had said that it was the future and that the days of men on foot and on horseback were numbered. That was fantasy, of course, but here was Huckfield who had seen these things and the image of a country given over to great black machines with bellies of fire made Sharpe feel uncertain. He nodded to the man.


      ‘Forget this afternoon, Huckfield. Nothing happened.’


      He ignored the man’s thanks. Being uncertain of the future was the price a soldier paid. Sharpe could not imagine being in an army that was not at war; he could not imagine what he might do if there was suddenly a peace and he had no job. But before then there was a battle to fight and an Eagle to win and a girl to fight for. He climbed up into the streets of Oropesa.

    

  


  
    
      CHAPTER 17


    


    
      In sixteen years’ soldiering Sharpe had rarely felt such certainty that battle was about to be joined. The Spanish and British armies had combined at Oropesa and marched on to Talavera, twenty-one thousand British and thirty-four thousand Spanish, a vast army swollen by mules, servants, wives, children, priests, pouring eastwards to where the mountains almost met the River Tagus and the vast arid plain ended at the town of Talavera. The wheels of one hundred and ten field guns ground the white roads to fine dust, the hooves of over six thousand cavalry stirred the powder into the air where it clung to the infantry who trudged through the heat and listened to the far-off crackle as the leading Spanish skirmishers pushed aside the screen of French light troops. To left and right Sharpe could see other plumes of dust where cavalry patrols rode parallel to the line of march; closer by, in the fields, the Battalion saw small groups of Spanish soldiers who had fallen out of the march and now lay, apparently unconcerned, chatting with their women, smoking, watching the long columns of British infantry file past.


      The men were hungry. Hard as Wellesley tried, thorough as the Commissary could be, nevertheless there was simply not enough food for the whole army. The area between Oropesa and Talavera had already been scoured by the French, now it was searched by Spanish and British, and the Battalion had only eaten ‘Tommies’, pancakes made from flour and water, since they left Oropesa the day before. It was a time for tightening belts, but the prospects of action had raised men’s spirits, and when the Battalion marched past the bodies of three French skirmishers they forgot their hunger at their first sight of French infantry. Sharpe told his Light Company that the dead men with their fringed epaulettes were the famous French Voltigeurs, the skirmishers, the men with whom the Light Company would fight their own private battle between the lines before the big Battalions clashed. The men of the South Essex, who had not seen enemy infantry before, stared curiously at the blue-jacketed bodies that had been thrown down beside a church wall. Dark stains marked the uniforms, their heads were bent back in the strange attitude of the dead, one man had a finger missing where Sharpe supposed it had been hacked off to get at a valuable ring. Ensign Denny stared at them with fascination: these were the famous French infantry that had marched the length and breadth of Europe; he looked at the moustached faces and wondered how he would feel when he saw similar faces, but animated, staring at him over the browned barrel of the French musket.


      The French made no resistance to the west of Talavera or in the town itself. The armies marched through or past the town and on a mile until they stopped at dusk on the banks of a small river that flowed into the Tagus. The Battalion marched to the north of the town, and Sharpe wondered how Josefina would find a room there. Hogan had promised to look after her, and Sharpe stared at the crowds pressing into the narrow streets as though he might catch a glimpse of her. The men grumbled. They were tired and hungry and they resented being denied the pleasures of the town. They could see officers on horse-back riding towards the old walls, their wives and children walked there, but the troops went on to the Alberche and camped in the cork groves that sloped down to the shallow river. Tomorrow they must fight. If they survived tomorrow then would come the time to buy drink in Talavera, but first they must cross the River Alberche and defeat the army of Marshal Victor. Fires were lit throughout the trees, the Battalions swiftly settling in for the night, glancing apprehensively at the far river-bank where hundreds of smoke plumes mingled and shivered over the French camp. The armies had finally been brought together, British, Spanish and French, and tomorrow they must fight, and Sharpe’s company squatted by their fires and wondered about the men just across the river who sat by similar fires and made the same jokes in a different language.


      Sharpe and Harper strolled to the river’s edge where the Battalion’s leading picquets were settling for a night’s guard duty. Two men of the Light Company, dressed in greatcoats, nodded at Sharpe and jerked their thumbs across the river. A French picquet stood watching them, three men smoking pipes, while another Frenchman filled his canteen at the water’s edge. The man looked up, saw the Riflemen, and raised a hand. He shouted something but they did not understand him. Sharpe shivered slightly. The sun had lost its heat, was reddening in the west, and the chill of the night was already making itself felt. He waved back at the Frenchman and turned back towards the cork grove.


      Now was the time for the rituals before battle. Sharpe walked through the trees and chatted with men who prepared themselves with the obsessions for detail that all men thought might protect them in the chaos of the fight. The Riflemen had stripped their locks, pinned the massive rifle main springs with nails, and brushed every scrap of dirt from the machinery. Men put new flints in their muskets or rifles, unscrewed them and put them in again, looking for the perfect fit that would never come loose, turn sideways, or shatter in the pan. Pots of boiling water were carried carefully from the fires and poured into the barrels of the guns to flush out every last powder deposit, because tomorrow a man’s life might depend on how fast he could reload his musket. Joining the noise of the insects were the sounds of hundreds of stones rubbing endlessly on bayonets, the countrymen sharpening the blades as they used to sharpen reaping hooks or wide-bladed scythes. Men repaired uniforms, sewed on buttons, made new laces, as though to be comfortable was to be safer. Sharpe had been through the ritual a hundred times; he would go through it again tonight the way that a knight in times far past must have strapped every piece of armour, tightened each piece, delayed the next until the first was secure. Some Riflemen emptied all the fine powder from their horns and spread the black grains on clean white cloth to ensure there were no damp lumps that could clog the measuring spout in battle. There were the same jokes: ‘Don’t wear your hat tomorrow, Sarge, the French might see your face and die laughing.’ That one always worked as long as the Sergeant did not see which man had shouted from the shadows; other men were asked to go and sleep with the French so their snoring would keep the enemy awake; the stale jokes were as much a part of the battle as the bullets which would begin to fly at first light.


      Sharpe walked past the fires, swapping jokes, accepting tots of hoarded spirits, feeling the edges of bayonets, telling the men that the next day would not be bad. Nor should it be. The combined British and Spanish far outnumbered the French; the allies had the initiative, the battle should be short, swift, and victory almost a certainty. He listened to men boasting of the deeds they would perform next day and knew that the words covered their fear; it was right that they should. Other men, more quietly, asked him what it would be like. He smiled and told them they would see in the morning, but it would not be as bad as they feared, and shrugged away his knowledge of the chaos they would all have to surmount when the attacking infantry walked into the storm of canister and musket shot. He left the fires behind, skirted the bigger blaze where the officers’ servants prepared the thin stew of salt beef that was the last of the hoarded supplies, and out of the trees altogether. In the last light of dusk he could see a farmhouse five hundred yards away where earlier he had seen the sixteenth Light Dragoons go with their horses. He crossed the fields and went into the yard. A line of troopers in blue and scarlet uniforms waited by the armourer. Sharpe waited for them to finish and then unsheathed the huge sword and carried it to the wheel. This was part of his ritual, to have the sword sharpened by a cavalry armourer because they made a finer edge, and the armourer looked at his Rifleman’s uniform and grinned. He was an old soldier, too old to ride into battle, but he had seen it all, done it all himself. He took the blade from Sharpe, tested it with a broad thumb, and then pressed it onto the pedalled stone. The sparks flowed off the wheel, the blade sang; the man swept it lovingly up and down the edge and then sharpened the top six inches of the back blade. He wiped the sword with an oily piece of leather.


      ‘Get yourself a German one, Captain.’ It was an old argument, whether the Kligenthal blades were better than the British. Sharpe shook his head. ‘I’ve eaten German swords with this one.’


      The armourer cackled a toothless laugh and peered down the edge. ‘There you are, Captain. Take care of it.’


      Sharpe put some coins on the wheel frame and held the sword up to the last light of the western sky. There was a new sheen on the edge, he felt it with his thumb and smiled at the armourer. ‘You’ll never get a Kligenthal as sharp as that.’


      The armourer said nothing but from behind him he took out a sabre and handed it to Sharpe. Sharpe sheathed his sword and took the curved blade. It felt as if it had been made for him; its balance was a miracle, as if the steel were not there even though it flashed in the red light. He touched the blade. It would have sliced through silk as cleanly as it must cut through the breastplate of the French cavalry. ‘German?’ Sharpe asked.


      ‘Yes, Captain. Belongs to our Colonel.’ The armourer took the blade back. ‘And I haven’t begun to sharpen it yet!’


      Sharpe laughed. The sabre must have cost two hundred guineas. One day, he promised himself, one day he would own such a sword, not taken from the dead, but a sword that was inscribed with his name, forged to his height, balanced for his grip. He went back to the trees and in the sky over the river he could see the glow of the enemy fires where twenty-two thousand Frenchmen were sharpening their own blades and wondering about the morning. Not many would sleep. Most would doze through the night, their wakefulness laced with apprehension, searching the eastern sky for a dawn that might be the last one they would ever see. Sharpe lay awake for part of the night and rehearsed the next day in his head. The plan was simple enough. The Alberche ran in a curve to join the River Tagus, and the French were on the inside of the bend. In the morning the Spanish trumpets would sound, their thirty guns be unleashed, and the infantry would splash across the shallow river to attack the outnumbered French. And as the French retreated, as assuredly they must, so Wellesley would throw the British onto their flank. And Marshal Victor would be destroyed, his army broken between the hammer of the Spanish and the anvil of the British, and as the blue infantry withdrew the cavalry would come through the water and turn retreat into carnage. And once that was done, all perhaps before the citizens of Talavera went to their Sunday morning mass, there would only be King Joseph Bonaparte’s twenty thousand men between the allies and Madrid. It was all so simple. Sharpe slept in his greatcoat, curled by the embers of a fire, a gilded eagle threading his sleep.


      There were no bugles to wake them in the morning, nothing that might alert the French to the dawn attack instead of the more civilised hour of mid-morning, when most men could be expected to fight. Sergeants and corporals shook the men awake; soldiers cursed the dew and the cold air that rasped in their throats. Every man glanced towards the river, but the far bank was shrouded in mist and darkness; there was nothing to be seen, no sound to be heard. They had been forbidden to relight the fires in case the sudden lights should warn the French, but somehow they managed to heat water and threw in the loose tea-leaves, and Sharpe gratefully accepted a tin mug of the scalding liquid from his Sergeant. Harper was kicking dirt onto the fire; the men had risked a small blaze rather than go without tea, and he looked up at Sharpe and grinned. ‘Permission to go to church, sir?’


      Sharpe grinned back. It was Sunday. He tried to work out the date. They had left Plasencia on the seventeenth and that had been a Monday, and he counted the days forward on his fingers. Sunday 23 July, 1809. There was still no light in the eastern sky, the stars shone brightly, the dawn still two hours away. Behind them, on a track that ran between the cork grove and the fields, there was a rumbling and clanking and cursing as a battery of artillery unlimbered. Sharpe turned, the tea cradled in his hands, and watched the dim shapes as the horses were led away and the field guns pointed across the river. They would herald the attack, hurling their round shot at the French lines, tearing holes in the French Battalions as Sharpe led his skirmishers into the river. It was cold, too cold to feel any excitement; that would come later. Now were the hours to feel apprehensive, to tighten belts and buckles, to feel hungry. Sharpe shivered slightly in his greatcoat, nodded his thanks to Harper, and made his way down the grove between the lines of his men who stamped their feet and swung their arms and resurrected the more successful jokes of the previous evening. Somehow they were not as funny in the small hours before dawn.


      He left the trees and walked onto the patch of grass that lay beside the river. His boots swished through the dew and warned the sentries of his coming. He was challenged, gave the password, and greeted as he jumped down onto the shingle at the water’s edge.


      ‘Anything happening?’


      ‘No, sir.’


      The water slid blackly beneath the tendrils of mist. There was an occasional slap and swirl from the river as a fish twisted and disturbed the surface. Sharpe peered over his cupped hands and blew on his fingers; there was the faintest dot of red light on the far bank that suddenly glowed brighter. The French sentry was smoking a cigar or a pipe. Sharpe looked to his left. The eastern sky at last had a suspicion of colour, a flat silver grey that silhouetted the hills, the first sign of dawn. He clapped one of the sentries on the shoulder. ‘Not long now.’


      He climbed the brief bank between the shingle and the grass and walked back to the trees. From the French lines he could hear a dog barking, the whinny of a horse, and then the sound of bugles. They would start lighting their fires, start cooking a breakfast, and hopefully they would be still eating it when the Spanish bayonets came at them from the west. He suddenly felt a longing for devilled kidneys and coffee, for any food other than the thin stew and the Tommies and the old ship’s biscuits that the Battalion had lived on for a week. He remembered the garlic sausage they had collected from the enemy dead at Rolica and hoped he would find some that morning on the bodies of the men who were grumbling round their fires just across the river.


      Back in the grove he took off his greatcoat, rolled it tight, and strapped it to his pack. He shivered. He took the rag off the lock of his rifle that had protected it from the dew and tested the tension of the spring with his thumb. He slung it on his shoulder, slapped his sword, and started moving the Light Company down to the treeline. The skirmishers would go first, the thin line of Riflemen and redcoats wading the Alberche to drive off the sentries and lock up the French Voltigeurs so that they could not blunt the attack of the massed British Battalions which would follow on to the French flank. He made the men lie down a few feet inside the grove where they merged into the shadows of the trees, while behind he could see the other nine companies of the Battalion forming up for the assault that could not be far away.


      Dawn crept over the mountains, flooding the valley with a silver-grey light, shrinking the pools of shadow and revealing the shapes of trees and bushes on the far bank. It would still be a few moments, Sharpe decided, before the Spanish would break the silence and start the attack. He walked along the treeline, nodded to the Captain of the Light Company of the 29th who was on his right flank, made the polite small talk, wishing each other luck, and then strolled back to stand beside Harper. They did not speak but Sharpe knew the big Irishman was thinking of the promise Lennox had extracted from them by the bridge. But for Sharpe the Eagle had more urgency. If he could not pluck it from its perch today there might not be another chance for months and that meant no chance at all. In a few weeks, unless he could blunt Simmerson’s letter, he might be on a ship for the West Indies and the inevitable fever that made the posting a virtual death warrant. He thought of Josefina, asleep in the town, her black hair spread on a pillow, and wondered why suddenly his life had been enmeshed in a series of problems that one month ago he had not even suspected existed.


      Muskets banged erratically in the distance. The men cocked their ears, murmured to each other, listened to the sporadic firing that rattled up and down the French lines. Lieutenant Knowles came up to Sharpe and raised his eyebrows in a question. Sharpe shook his head. ‘They’re clearing their muskets, that’s all.’ The French sentries had been changed and the men going off duty were getting rid of their charges that might have become damp in the night air. Musket fire would not herald the attack. Sharpe was waiting for the red flashes that would illumine the western sky like summer lightning and show that the Spanish artillery was opening the battle. It could not be far off.


      There were shouts from the river. Again the men pricked their ears, strained forward, but again it was a false alarm. A group of the enemy appeared, chasing and shouting at each other in horseplay, carrying buckets to the water’s edge. One of them held up his bucket and shouted something to the British bank; his companions all laughed, but Sharpe had no idea what the joke was.


      ‘Watering horses?’ Knowles asked.


      ‘No.’ Sharpe stifled a yawn. ‘Artillery buckets. There must be guns to our front.’ That was bad news. A dozen men were carrying buckets in which the sponges that damped out the sparks in discharged guns were dipped. The water in the pails would be black as ink after a few shots, and if the guns were directly ahead Sharpe knew that the South Essex might be marching into a storm of canister fragments. He felt tired, achingly tired; he wanted to begin the fight, he wanted the Eagle out of his dreams.


      Simmerson and Forrest appeared, both on foot, and stared at the artillerymen filling their buckets. Sharpe said good morning and Simmerson, his antagonism blunted by nervousness, nodded back. ‘Those musket shots?’


      ‘Just clearing their charges, sir. Nothing else.’


      Simmerson grunted. He was doing his best to be civil, as if he realised at this moment that he needed Sharpe’s skill on his side. He pulled out a vast watch, opened the lid, and shook his head. ‘Spanish are late.’


      The light began to lose its greyness. There was a sparkle on the far bank, and behind them Sharpe could see the smoke of the hundreds of French cooking fires. ‘Permission to relieve the picquets, sir?’


      ‘Yes, Sharpe, yes.’ Simmerson was making a huge effort to sound normal, and Sharpe wondered if suddenly the Colonel was regretting the letter he had written. Sometimes the imminence of battle made seemingly intractable quarrels seem like things of no importance. Simmerson looked as if he would say more, but instead he shook his head again and led Forrest further down the line.


      The sentries were changed, the minutes passed, the sun climbed over the mist, and the last vestiges of night disappeared like fading cannon smoke in the western sky. Damn the Spanish, thought Sharpe, as he listened to the bugles calling the French Regiments to parade. A group of horsemen appeared on the far bank and inspected the British side through telescopes. There would be no surprise now. The French officers would be able to see the batteries of guns, the saddled cavalry horses, the rows of infantry lined in the trees. All surprise had gone, vanished with the shadows and the cold, for the first time the French would know how many men opposed them, where the attack was planned, and how they should meet it.


      The sound of church bells came from the town and Sharpe wondered what Josefina was doing: had the bells wakened her? He imagined her body stretching between warm sheets, a body that would not be his till after battle. The sound of the bells reminded him of England and he thought of all the village churches that would be filling with people. Would they be thinking of their army in Spain? He doubted it. The British were not fond of their army. They celebrated its victories, of course, but there had been no such celebrations for a long time. The navy was fêted, Nelson’s captains had been household names, but Trafalgar was a memory and Nelson was in his tomb, and the British went their way oblivious of the war. The morning became warm, the men somnolent; they leaned against the cork trees and slept with their muskets propped on their knees. From somewhere in the French camp was the harsh sound of a muleteer’s bell reminding Sharpe of normality.


      ‘Sir!’ A Sergeant was calling him from one of the companies higher in the grove. ‘Company officers, sir. To the Colonel!’


      Sharpe waved his reply, picked up the rifle, left Knowles in charge and walked up the grove. He was late. The Captains stood in a bunch listening to a Lieutenant from Hill’s staff. Sharpe caught snatches of his words.


      ‘Fast asleep… no battle…usual routine.’


      There was a buzz of questions. The Lieutenant, glorious in the silvered Dragoon uniform, sounded bored. ‘The General requests that we keep posted, sir. But we’re not expecting the French to do anything.’


      He rode away leaving the officers puzzled. Sharpe made his way towards Forrest to find out what he had missed, when he saw a familiar figure riding hard down the track. He walked into the road and held up a hand. It was Lieutenant Colonel Lawford and he was furious. He saw Sharpe, reined in, and swore.


      ‘Bloody hell, Richard! Bloody, bloody, bloody hell! Bloody Spanish!’


      ‘What’s happened?’


      Lawford could barely contain his anger. ‘The bloody Spanish refused to wake up! Can you believe it?’


      Other officers drew round. Lawford took off his hat and wiped his forehead; he had deep circles under his eyes. ‘We get up at two o’clock in the bloody morning to save their bloody country and they can’t be bothered to get out of bed!’ Lawford looked round as though hoping to see a Spaniard on whom to vent his seething fury. ‘We rode over there at six. Cuesta’s in his bloody coach lying on bloody cushions and says his army is too tired to fight! Can you believe it? We had them. Like that!’ He pinched a finger and thumb together. ‘We would have murdered them this morning! We could have wiped Victor off the map. But no. It’s mañana, mañana, tomorrow and tomorrow! There won’t be a bloody tomorrow! Victor’s no fool, he’ll march today. Damn, damn, damn.’ The Honourable William Lawford stared down at Sharpe. ‘You know what happens now?’


      ‘No.’


      Lawford pointed towards the east. ‘Jourdan’s over there, with Joseph Bonaparte. They’ll join up with Victor, then we’ll have twice as many to fight. Twice as many! And there are rumours that Soult has scraped an army together and is coming from the north. God! The chance we lost today! You know what I think?’ Sharpe shook his head. ‘I think the bastard wouldn’t fight because it’s Sunday. He’s got priests mumbling prayers round his bloody bed on wheels. Bloody Catholics! And there’s still no bloody food!’


      Sharpe felt the tiredness course through him. ‘What do we do now?’


      ‘Now? We bloody wait. Cuesta says we’ll attack tomorrow. We won’t because the French won’t be there.’ Lawford dropped his shoulders and let out a sigh. ‘Do you know where Hill is?’


      Sharpe pointed along the track and Lawford rode on. Damn the Spaniards, thought Sharpe, damn everything. He was officer of the day and he would have to organise the picquets, inspect the lines, scrape together some supplies from the Commissary, who would have none. He would not be able to see Josefina. There would be no battle, no Eagle, not even a taste of garlic sausage. Damn.

    

  


  
    
      CHAPTER 18


    


    
      ‘I saw a man today…’


      ‘Yes?’ Sharpe looked over at Josefina. She was sitting naked on the bed with her knees drawn up and trying to file her toe-nails on the edge of his sword. She was laughing at her attempts, and then she dropped the blade and looked at him. ‘He was lovely. A blue coat with white bits here.’ She brushed her breasts with her hands. ‘And lots of gold lace.’


      ‘On a horse?’


      She nodded. ‘And there was a bag hanging down…’


      ‘His sabretache. And a curved sword?’ She nodded again and Sharpe grinned at her. ‘Sounds like the Prince of Wales Dragoons. Very rich.’


      ‘How do you know?’


      ‘All cavalrymen are rich. Unintelligent, but rich.’


      She cocked her head in her characteristic gesture and frowned slightly. ‘Unintelligent?’


      ‘All cavalry officers are. The horse has all the brains and they have all the money.’


      ‘Ah, well.’ She shrugged her bare shoulders. ‘It doesn’t matter. I have enough brains for two.’ She looked at him and grinned. ‘You’re jealous.’


      ‘Yes.’ He had picked up her penchant for honesty. She nodded seriously.


      ‘I’m bored, Richard.’


      ‘I know.’


      ‘Not with you.’ She looked up from her toe-nails and stared at him gravely. ‘You’re good for me. But we’ve been here a week and nothing is happening.’


      Sharpe leaned forward and tugged his boots up over the overalls. ‘Don’t worry. Something will happen tomorrow.’


      ‘Are you sure?’


      ‘Tomorrow we fight.’ This time though, he thought, we will be outnumbered.


      She pulled her knees tight into her body, clasped them, and looked questioningly at him. ‘Are you frightened?’


      ‘Yes.’


      She raised her eyebrows. ‘Who’ll win?’


      ‘I don’t know.’


      ‘Will you get your Eagle?’


      ‘I don’t know.’


      She nodded seriously. ‘I have a present for you. I will give it to you after the battle.’


      He was embarrassed. He did not have the money to buy presents. ‘I don’t want it. I want you.’


      ‘You have me already.’ She knew what he meant, but she deliberately misunderstood him. She watched him stand up. ‘You want your sword?’


      ‘Yes.’ Sharpe buckled the belt tight, pulling the scabbard into place.


      She grinned at him. ‘Come and get it.’ She lay the great blade on the bed and, rolling over, laid her naked belly on its chill steel.


      Sharpe crossed to her. ‘Give it to me.’


      ‘Get it yourself.’


      Her body was warm and strong, the muscles hardened by exercise, and she clung to him. Sharpe pushed her face away and stared into her eyes. ‘What will happen?’ he asked.


      ‘You will get your Eagle. You always get what you want.’


      ‘I want you.’


      She shut her eyes and kissed him hard, then pulled away and smiled at him. ‘We’re just stragglers, Richard. We drifted together, but we’re both on a journey.’


      ‘I don’t understand.’


      ‘You do. We’re going two different ways. You want a home. You want someone to love you and want you, someone to take the burden away from you.’


      ‘And you?’


      She smiled. ‘I want silk dresses and music. Candles in the dawn.’ He began to say something, but she put a finger on his lips. ‘I know what you think. That’s just silliness, but it’s what I want. Perhaps one day I’ll want something sensible.’


      ‘Am I sensible?’


      ‘There are times, my love, when you take things a little too seriously.’


      ‘Are you saying goodbye?’


      She laughed. ‘There! You see? You are taking things too seriously.’ She kissed him swiftly, on the tip of his nose. ‘Come after the battle. Get your present.’


      He reached down for the handle of his sword. ‘Move over, I don’t want to cut you.’


      She moved to one side and touched the blade with her finger. ‘How many men have you killed with it?’


      ‘I don’t know.’ It slid into the scabbard, the weight congenial on his hip. He crouched by the bed and took her naked waist in his hands. He stared at her body as if trying to commit it to memory: the fullness of it, the beauty of it, the mystery that made it seem unattainable. She touched his face with a finger.


      ‘Go and fight.’


      ‘I’ll be back.’


      ‘I know.’


      Everything seemed unreal to Sharpe. The soldiers in Talavera’s streets, the people who avoided his passage, the afternoon itself. Tomorrow there would be a battle. Hundreds would die, mangled by roundshot, sliced by cavalry sabres, pierced by musket shot, yet still the town was busy. People were in love, out of love, bought their food, made jokes, yet tomorrow there would be a battle. He wanted Josefina. He could hardly think of the battle, of the Eagle—only of her teasing face. She was going from him, he knew that, yet he could not accept it. The battle was almost an irrelevance to the overwhelming need to entrap her, to make her his, and he knew it could not happen.


      He walked to the town gate that overlooked the plain to the west. The Light Company was mounting a guard on the gate, and Sharpe nodded at Harper and then climbed the steep steps to the parapet, where Hogan stared down into the olive groves and woods that were full of Spanish soldiers filing into the positions Wellesley had carefully prepared for them. Cuesta, after refusing to attack on the Sunday, had impetuously marched after the retreating French. Now, four days later, his army was scuttling back and bringing behind them a French army that had more than doubled in size. Tomorrow, Sharpe knew, this Spanish army would have to fight. The French would wake them up, and the allied army that could have taken its victory last Sunday would now have to fight a defensive battle against the united forces of Victor, Jourdan and Joseph Bonaparte.


      Not, Sharpe thought bitterly, that the Spanish would have to do too much of the actual killing. Wellesley had drawn his army back to create a defensive line next to Talavera itself. The right-hand end of the line was made up of the town walls, olive groves, tangled fields and woods, all made impregnable by Hogan’s hard work. He had felled trees, thrown up earthworks, strengthened walls, and in the tangle of barricades and obstacles the Spanish troops took up their positions. No French infantryman could hope to fight his way across Hogan’s breastworks as long as the defenders stayed at their posts; instead the French army would swing north to the left side of Wellesley’s line, where the British would wait for the attack. Sharpe looked at the northern plain. There were no obstacles there that an engineer could make more formidable; there was just the Portina stream that a man could cross without the water coming over his boot-tops, and rolling grassland that was an invitation for the massed French Battalions and their long lines of splendid cavalry. In the distance was the Medellin, the hill which dominated the plain, and Sharpe had walked the grass often enough to know what would happen tomorrow. The French columns would cross the stream and attack the gentle slopes of the Medellin. That was the killing place. The Spanish troops, thirty thousand of them, could stay safely behind their breastworks and watch as the Eagles stormed the British in the open northern plain and the smoke covered Medellin.


      ‘How are you?’ Hogan asked.


      ‘I’m fine.’ Sharpe grinned.


      The Irishman turned to watch the Spanish filling up the positions he had prepared. On the plain beyond, hidden by the trees where the Alberche River emptied itself into the Tagus, came the crackle of musketry. It had gone on all afternoon like a distant forest fire, and Sharpe had seen dozens of British wounded carried through the gate into town. The British had covered the last mile of the Spanish retreat and the wounded men said that the French skirmishers had won the day. Two British Battalions had been mauled badly; there was even a rumour that Wellesley himself had just escaped capture; the Spanish looked nervous, and Sharpe wondered what kind of troops the French had found to hurl against the allied army. He looked down at Harper. The Sergeant, with a dozen men, was guarding the gate of the town, not against the enemy, but to stop any British or Spanish soldiers who might be tempted to lose themselves in Talavera’s dark alleyways and avoid the fight that was inevitable. The Battalion itself was on the Medellin, and Sharpe waited for the orders that would send his company up the shallow Portina stream to find the patch of grass they would defend in the morning.


      ‘And how’s the girl?’ Hogan was sitting on the powdery stone.


      ‘She’s happy. Bored.’


      ‘That’s the way of women. Never content. Will you be needing more money?’


      Sharpe looked at the middle-aged Engineer and saw the concern in his eyes. Already Hogan had lent Sharpe more than twenty guineas, a sum that was impossible for him to repay unless he was lucky on the battlefield. ‘No. I’m all right for the moment.’


      Hogan smiled. ‘You’re lucky.’ He shrugged. ‘God knows, Richard, she’s a beautiful creature. Are you in love?’


      Sharpe looked over the parapet where the Spanish had filled Hogan’s makeshift fortresses. ‘She won’t let me be.’


      ‘Then she’s more sensible than I thought.’


      The afternoon passed slowly. Sharpe thought of the girl, bored in her room, and watched the Spanish soldiers chop at the beeches and oaks to build their evening fires. Then, with a suddenness that Sharpe had been waiting for, there were flashes of light far away in the hazy trees and bushes that edged the plain to the east. It was the sun, he knew, reflecting from muskets and breastplates. Sharpe nudged Hogan and pointed. ‘The French.’


      Hogan stood up and stared at them. ‘My God.’ He spoke quietly. ‘There’s a good few of them.’


      The infantry marched onto the far plain like a spreading dark stain on the grass. Sharpe and Hogan watched Battalion after Battalion march into the pale fields, squadron after squadron of cavalry, the small squat shapes of guns scattered in the formations, the largest army Sharpe had ever seen in the field. The galloping figures of staff officers could be seen as they directed the columns to their places ready for the next morning’s advance and battle. Sharpe looked left to the British lines that waited beside the Portina. The smoke from hundreds of camp fires wound into the early evening air; crowds of men clustered by the stream and on the Medellin for a far glimpse of their enemy, but the British force looked woefully small beside the massive tide of men, horses and guns that filled the plain to the east and grew by the minute. Napoleon’s brother was there, King Joseph, and with him two full Marshals of France, Victor and Jourdan. They were leading sixty-five Battalions of infantry, a massive force of the men who had made Europe into Napoleon’s property, and they had come to swat this small British army and send it reeling to the sea. They planned to break it for ever to ensure that Britain never again dared to challenge the Eagles on land.


      Hogan whistled softly. ‘Will they attack this evening?’


      ‘No.’ Sharpe scanned the far lines. ‘They’ll wait for their artillery.’


      Hogan pointed into the darkening east. ‘They’ve got guns. Look, you can see them.’


      Sharpe shook his head. ‘Those are just the small ones they attach to each infantry Battalion. No, the big bastards will be back on the road somewhere. They’ll come in the night.’


      And in the morning, he thought, the French will open with one of their favourite cannonades, the massed artillery hurling its iron shot at the enemy lines before the dense, drummed columns follow the Eagles across the stream. French tactics were hardly subtle. Not for them the clever manoeuvrings of turning an enemy’s flank. Instead, again and again, they massed the guns and the men and they hurled a terrifying hammer blow at the enemy line and, again and again, it worked. He shrugged to himself. Who needed to be subtle? The guns and men of France had broken every army sent against them.


      There were shouts from behind him and he crossed the battlement and peered down at the gate where Harper and his men were on guard. Lieutenant Gibbons was there with Berry, both mounted, both shouting at Harper. Sharpe leaned over the parapet.


      ‘What’s the problem?’


      Gibbons turned round slowly. It dawned on Sharpe that the Lieutenant was slightly drunk and was having some difficulty in staying on his horse. Gibbons saluted Sharpe with his usual irony.


      ‘I didn’t see you there, sir. So sorry.’ He bowed. Lieutenant Berry giggled. Gibbons straightened up. ‘I was just telling your Sergeant here that you can go back to the Battalion now, all right?’


      ‘But you stopped on the way for refreshment?’


      Berry giggled loudly. Gibbons looked at him and burst into a laugh himself. He bowed again. ‘You could say so, sir.’


      The two Lieutenants urged their horses under the gateway and started up the road to the British lines to the north. Sharpe watched them go.


      ‘Bastards.’


      ‘Do they give you problems?’ Hogan was sitting on the parapet again.


      Sharpe shook his head. ‘No. Just insolence, remarks in the mess, you know.’ He wondered about Josefina. Hogan seemed to read his thoughts. ‘You’re thinking about the girl?’


      Sharpe nodded. ‘Yes. But she should be all right.’ He was thinking out loud. ‘She keeps the door locked. We’re on the top floor and I can’t see how they’d find us.’ He turned to Hogan and grinned. ‘Stop worrying about it. They’ve done nothing so far; they’re cowards. They’ve given up!’


      Hogan shook his head. ‘They would kill you, Richard, with as little regret as putting down a lame horse. Less regret. And as for the girl? They’ll try to hurt her, too.’


      Sharpe turned back to the spectacle on the plain. He knew Hogan was right, knew that too much was unsettled, but the game was not in his hands; everything must wait for the battle. The French troops had flooded the end of the plain, they flowed round woods, trees, farms, coming ever forward towards the stream and the Medellin Hill. They darkened the plain, filled it with a tide of men flecked with steel, and still they came; Hussars, Dragoons, Lancers, Chasseurs, Grenadiers and Voltigeurs, the followers of the Eagles, the men who had made an Empire, the old enemy.


      ‘Hot work tomorrow.’ Hogan shook his head as he watched the French.


      ‘It will be.’ Sharpe turned and called to Harper. ‘Come here!’ The big Irish Sergeant scrambled up the broken wall and stood beside the two officers. The first of thousands of fires sparkled in the French lines. Harper shook his massive head.


      ‘Perhaps they’ll forget to wake up tomorrow.’


      Sharpe laughed. ‘It’s the next morning they have to worry about.’


      Hogan shaded his eyes. ‘I wonder how many more armies like that we’ll have to meet before it’s done.’


      The two Riflemen said nothing. They had been with Wellesley the year before when he defeated the French at Rolica and Vimeiro, yet this army was ten times bigger than the French force at Rolica, three times larger than Junot’s army at Vimeiro, and twice the size of the force they had thrown out of Portugal in the spring. It went on like the dragon’s teeth. For every Frenchman killed another two or three marched from the depots, and when you killed them then a dozen more came, and so it went on. Harper grinned. ‘There’s no point in worrying ourselves by looking at them. The man knows what he’s doing.’


      Sharpe nodded. Wellesley would not be waiting behind the Portina stream if he thought the next day could bring defeat. Of all the British Generals he was the only one trusted by the men who carried the guns; they knew he understood how to fight the French and, most important, when not to fight them. Hogan pointed.


      ‘What’s that?’


      Three-quarters of a mile away French horsemen were firing their carbines. Sharpe could see no target. He watched the puffs of smoke and listened to the faint crackle.


      ‘Dragoons.’


      ‘I know that,’ Hogan said. ‘But what are they firing at?’


      ‘Snakes?’ During his walks up the Portina Sharpe had noticed small black snakes that wriggled mysteriously in the dank grass by the stream. He had avoided them but he supposed it was possible they lived out on the plain as well, and the horsemen were merely amusing themselves with target practice. It was evening and the flames from the carbine muzzles sparkled brightly in the dusk. It was strange, Sharpe thought, how often war could look pretty.


      ‘Hello.’ Harper pointed down. ‘They’ve woken up our brave allies. Looks like a bloody ants’ nest.’


      Below the wall the Spanish infantry had become excited. Men left the fires and lined themselves behind the earth and stone walls and laid muskets over the felled and piled trunks Hogan had placed in the gateways. Officers stood on the wall, their swords drawn, there was shouting and jostling, men pointing at the distant Dragoons and their twinkling muskets.


      Hogan laughed. ‘It’s so good to have allies.’


      The Dragoons, too far away to be seen clearly, went on firing at their unseen targets. Sharpe guessed it was just horseplay. The French were oblivious of the panic they were causing in the Spanish ranks. Every Spanish infantryman had crowded to the breastworks, their backsides illuminated by the fires, and their muskets bristled towards the empty field. The officers barked out commands and to Sharpe’s horror he watched as the hundreds of muskets were loaded.


      ‘What the hell are they doing?’ He listened to the rattle of ramrods being thrust down barrels, watched as officers raised their swords. ‘Watch this,’ Hogan said. ‘You might learn a thing or two.’


      No order was given. Instead a single musket fired, its ball thrumming uselessly into the grass, and it was followed by the biggest volley Sharpe had ever heard. Thousands of muskets fired, gouted flame and smoke, a rolling thunder assailed them, the sound seemed to last for ever and mingled with it came the yells of the Spaniards. The fire and lead poured into the empty field. The Dragoons looked up, startled, but no musket ball would carry even a third of the distance towards them so they sat their horses and watched the fringe of musket smoke drift into the air.


      For a second Sharpe thought the Spanish were cheering their own victory over the innocent grass but suddenly he realised the shouts were not of triumph, but of alarm. They had been scared witless by their own volley, by the thunder of ten thousand muskets, and now they ran for safety. Thousands streamed into the olive trees, throwing away muskets, trampling the fires in their panic, screaming for help, heads up, arms pumping, running from their own noise. Sharpe shouted down to his men on the gate.


      ‘Let them through!’


      There was no point in trying to stop the panic. Sharpe’s dozen men would have been swamped by the hundreds of Spanish who crowded into the gate and streamed into the town. Others circled north towards the roads that led eastwards, away from the French. They would loot the baggage parks, raid the houses in town, spread alarm and confusion but there was nothing to be done. Sharpe watched Spanish cavalry use their swords on the fugitive infantry. They would stop some of them, perhaps by morning they might collect most of them, but the bulk of the Spanish infantry had evaporated, scared, defeated by a handful of Dragoons three-quarters of a mile away. Sharpe began laughing. It was too funny, too idiotic, somehow exactly fitting for this campaign. He saw the Spanish cavalry slash furiously at the infantry, forcing groups of them back to the line, and far away he heard the bugles call more Spanish horse into the hunt. On the plain the French fires formed lines of light, thousands and thousands of flames marking the enemy lines, and not one of the men round those fires would know they had just routed several thousand Spanish infantry. Sharpe collapsed on the wall and looked at Harper.


      ‘What is it you say, Sergeant?’


      ‘Sir?’


      ‘God save Ireland? Not a chance. He’s got his hands full coping with Spain.’


      The noise and panic subsided. There were a handful of men left in the grove, others were being driven back by the Spanish cavalry, but Sharpe guessed it would take the horsemen all night to round up the fugitives and force them back to the breastworks, and even then thousands would escape to spread rumours of a great French victory outside Talavera. Sharpe stood up. ‘Come on, Sergeant, time we were getting back to the Battalion.’


      A voice called up from the street. ‘Captain Sharpe! Sir!’


      One of the Riflemen was gesticulating and, next to him, stood Agostino, Josefina’s servant. Sharpe felt his carefree mood disappear to be replaced with an awful dread. He scrambled down the broken stonework, Harper and Hogan behind him, and strode across to the two men. ‘What is it?’


      Agostino burst into Portuguese. He was a tiny man who normally said little but watched all from his wide, brown eyes. Sharpe held up his hand for quiet. ‘What’s he saying?’


      Hogan knew enough Portuguese. The Engineer licked his lips. ‘It’s Josefina.’


      ‘What about her?’ Sharpe had the inklings of disaster, a cold feeling of evil. He let Hogan take his elbow and walk him, with Agostino, away from the listening Riflemen. Hogan asked more questions, let the small servant talk, and finally turned to Sharpe. His voice was low. ‘She’s been attacked. They locked Agostino in a cupboard.’


      ‘They?’ He already knew the answer. Gibbons and Berry.


      Sergeant Harper crossed to them, his manner formal and correct. ‘Sir!’


      ‘Sergeant?’ Sharpe forced the hundreds of jostling fears down so that he could listen to Harper.


      ‘I’ll take the men back, sir.’


      Sharpe nodded. It occurred to him that Patrick Harper knew more of what was going on than Sharpe had assumed. Behind the careful words there was a concern that made Sharpe regret that he had not taken Harper more into his confidence. There was also a controlled anger in the Irishman. Your enemies, he was saying, are mine.


      ‘Carry on, Sergeant.’


      ‘Yes, sir. And sir?’ Harper’s face was bleak. ‘You will let me know what happens?’


      ‘Yes, Sergeant.’


      Sharpe and Hogan ran into the dark streets, slipping on the filth, pushing their way through the fugitives who were forcing the doors of wine-shops and private houses. Hogan panted to keep up with the Rifleman. It would be a bad night in Talavera, a night of looting, destruction, and rape. Tomorrow a hundred thousand men would march into a maelstrom of fire, and Hogan, catching a glimpse of Sharpe’s snarling face as he hurled two Spanish infantrymen out of his way, feared for the evil that seemed to be welling up in preparation for the morrow. Then they were in the quiet street where Josefina was living and Hogan peered up at the quiet windows, the closed shutters, and prayed that Richard Sharpe would not destroy himself with his huge anger.

    

  


  
    
      CHAPTER 19


    


    
      Sharpe’s boots crunched on broken plaster; he listened to the voices murmuring in the room, on the other side of the splintered door, and stared unseeing through a small window at the high ragged clouds which raced past the moon. Hogan sat on the top step of the steep stairs next to the sheets they had taken from Josefina’s bed. In the half light of the candles seeping through the doorway the sheets seemed to be patterned in red and white. There was a cry from the room. Sharpe spun round in irritation.


      “What are they doing to her?”


      Hogan hushed him. ‘The doctor’s bleeding her, Sharpe. He knows what he’s doing.’


      ‘As if she hasn’t lost enough blood already!’


      ‘I know, I know.’ Hogan spoke soothingly. There was nothing he could say that would ease the turmoil in Sharpe’s head, to soften the blow or deflect the revenge which Hogan knew was being minutely plotted as the Rifleman paced up and down the tiny landing. The Engineer sighed and picked up a tiny plaster head. The house belonged to a seller of religious statues, and the stairs and corridors were stacked with his wares. When Gibbons and Berry had forced their way into the girl’s room they had trampled on twenty or thirty images of Christ, each with a bleeding heart, and the scraps of statues still littered the landing. Hogan was a peaceful man. He enjoyed his job, he liked the fresh challenges of each day, he was happy with his head full of angles and reentries, yardages and imperial weights; he liked company that laughed easily, drank generously, and would pass the time with stories of happiness past. He was no fighter. His war was fought with picks, shovels and powder, yet when he had burst with Sharpe into the attic room he had felt in himself a searing anger and lust for revenge. The mood had passed. Now he sat, saddened and quiet, but as he watched the tall Rifleman he knew that in Sharpe the mood was being refined and fed. For the twentieth time Sharpe stopped.


      ‘Why?’


      Hogan shrugged. ‘They were drunk, Richard.’


      ‘That’s no answer!’


      ‘No.’ Hogan carefully replaced the broken head on the floor, out of reach of Sharpe’s pacing. ‘There isn’t an answer. They wanted revenge on you. Neither you nor the girl are important. It’s their pride…’ He tailed away. There was nothing to say, just the enormous sadness to feel and the fear of what Sharpe would do. Hogan regretted his first reaction to the girl; he had thought her calculating and cold, but as he escorted her from Plasencia to Oropesa, and from there to Talavera, he had been captivated by the charm, the easy laughter, and the honesty with which she planned a future away from a cloying past and a fugitive husband.


      Sharpe was staring through the window at the clouds patterning the moon. ‘Do you think I’ll do nothing?’


      ‘They’re terrified.’ Hogan spoke flatly; he was afraid of what Sharpe might do. He thought of the line of Shakespeare: ‘Beauty provoketh fools’. Sharpe turned on him again. ‘Why?’


      ‘You know why. They were drunk. Good God, man, they were so drunk they couldn’t even do that properly. So they beat her. It was all on the spur of the moment, and now? They’re terrified, Richard. Terrified. What will you do?’


      ‘Do? I don’t know.’ Sharpe spoke irritably and Hogan knew he was lying.


      ‘What can you do, Richard? Call them out to a duel? That will ruin your career, you know that. Will you charge them with rape? For God’s sake, Richard, who’d believe you? The town’s full of bloody Spanish tonight, raping anything that moves! And everyone knows the girl was with Gibbons before you. No, Richard, you must think. You must think before you do anything.’


      Sharpe turned on him and Hogan knew there could be no argument with that implacable face. ‘I’ll bloody murder them.’


      Hogan sighed and rubbed his face with both hands. ‘I didn’t hear that. So you get hung? Shot? Beat the bones out of them if you must, but no more, Richard, no more.’


      Sharpe did not answer and Hogan knew he was seeing in his mind the body they had found with the blood-soaked sheets. She had been raped and beaten and when they arrived the landlady was screaming at the girl. It had taken more money to silence the woman, find a doctor, and now they waited. Agostino peered up the stairs, saw Sharpe’s face, and went back to the front door where he had been told to wait. New sheets had been carried into the room, water, and Sharpe had listened to the landlady tidy up the floor, and he remembered the girl, bruised and bleeding, crawling among the broken saints and stained sheets.


      The door opened, scrunching on the shards, and the landlady beckoned to them. The doctor was kneeling beside the bed and his eyes flicked warily at the two officers. Josefina lay on the bed, her black hair fanned on the pillow, but her eyes were tight shut. Sharpe sat beside her, saw the spreading yellow bruise on her unnaturally pale skin, and he took one of her hands that clutched at the fresh linen. She pulled away but he held on and her eyes opened.


      ‘Richard?’


      ‘Josefina. How are you?’ It seemed a stupid thing to say but he could think of nothing else. She closed her eyes and the faintest smile came and went.


      She opened her eyes again. ‘I’ll be all right.’ There was a flash of the old Josefina, but as she spoke a tear ran from her eye and she sobbed and turned away from him. Sharpe turned to the doctor. ‘How is she?’


      The doctor shrugged and looked hopelessly towards the landlady. Hogan intervened and rattled in his Spanish at the doctor. Sharpe listened to the voices and as he did he stroked the girl’s averted face. All he could think of was that he had failed her. He had promised to protect her and now this had happened, the worst, the unthinkable. Hogan sat beside him. ‘She’ll be all right. She lost some blood.’


      ‘How?’


      Hogan closed his eyes and took a deep breath before opening them. ‘She was beaten, Richard. They were not gentle. But she’ll mend.’


      Sharpe nodded. There was silence in the room but from the street outside Sharpe could hear the screams and shouts generated by the drunken Spanish soldiers. The girl turned back to him. She had stopped crying. Her voice was very low. ‘Richard?’


      ‘Yes?’


      ‘Kill them.’ She spoke flatly. Hogan half shook his head but Sharpe bent down and kissed her by the ear. ‘I will.’


      As he straightened up he saw another half smile on the face, and then she forced it into a proper smile that went oddly with the tears. She squeezed his hand. ‘Will there be a battle tomorrow?’


      ‘Yes.’ Sharpe spoke as if the subject could be brushed away, as if it was not of importance.


      ‘Be lucky.’


      ‘I’ll come and see you afterwards.’ He smiled at her.


      ‘Yes.’ But there was no conviction in her voice. Sharpe turned to Hogan.


      ‘You’ll stay?’


      ‘Till daybreak. I’m not needed till then. But you should go.’


      Sharpe nodded. ‘I know.’ He kissed her again, stood up, and put on his rifle and pack. Hogan thought his face was as cruel as a face could be. The Engineer walked with him to the stairs.


      ‘Be careful, Richard.’


      ‘I will.’


      Hogan put a hand on his shoulder to stop him moving. ‘Remember what you have to lose.’


      Sharpe nodded again. ‘Bring me news when you can.’


      Sharpe pushed his way into the street, ignoring the Spaniards, and as he walked towards the north he did not see the tall man in the blue coat with the white facings who watched from a doorway opposite Josefina’s lodgings. The man looked at Sharpe sympathetically, then up at the windows, and settled back into the doorway where he tried to make himself comfortable despite the broken arm with its splints and sling that would keep him from the battle tomorrow. He wondered what was happening on the second floor but he would soon know; Agostino would tell him all in exchange for a piece of gold.


      Sharpe hurried up the track that led away from the town between the Portina stream and the Spanish lines. The frightened infantry were being forced back into their positions, but even as he hurried through the trees he could hear the occasional musket shot from the town, the shouting, the coinage of Talavera’s night of fear and rape. The moon had disappeared behind a bank of clouds but the lights of the Spanish fires showed the path and he half ran as he headed north towards the Medellin Hill. To his right the sky was glowing a deep red where the thousands of French fires were reflected in the air. He should have been concerned for the morning; he knew it would be the greatest battle he had ever fought, yet his mind was dominated by the need to find Berry and Gibbons. He came to the Pajar, the tiny hill that marked the end of the Spanish lines and the place where the Portina bent to his right and, from running behind the Spanish troops, the stream now flowed in front of the British position. He saw the shapes of the field guns Wellesley had placed on the small hill, and part of his mind registered how the fire of those guns would sweep protectively in front of the Spanish lines and deflect the massive French attack onto the British lines. But tomorrow was another battle.


      The track melted away into the grass. He could see the scattered fires of the British but he had no idea which was the South Essex. They were positioned at the Medellin Hill, he knew that, so he ran by the stream, tripping over tussocks of grass, splashing through patches of marsh, keeping the silvered Portina as his guide to the Medellin. He was alone in the darkness. The British fires were far off to his left, the French even further to the right, the two armies still and quiet. Something was wrong. The old instinct prickled him and he stopped, sank to one knee and searched the darkness ahead. In the night the Medellin Hill looked like a long, low ridge pointing at the French army. It was the key to Wellesley’s left flank; if the French assaulted the hill they could turn and crush the British between the Medellin and Talavera. Yet there were no fires on the ridge. He could see a bright smear of flames at the western end, furthest from the enemy, but on the side facing the town, and on the half of the flat summit nearest the enemy there were no lights. He had thought the South Essex to be bivouacking on the gentle slope that faced him but it was black and empty. He listened. There were the sounds of the night, the noises from the town that had faded to a dull murmur, the wind in the grass, insects, the splashing of the stream, and the far-off sounds of a hundred thousand men crouching by fires waiting for morning. Behind him the small Pajar hill was bright with fires, the guns silhouetted against the white wall of the farmhouse on its crest, but in front it was dark and quiet. He stood up and walked softly on, his instincts alive to a danger he could not define, his mind searching for clues in the darkness and from the murmured sounds of the night. Why had he not been challenged? There should be picquets on the line of the Portina, sentries huddled against the chill wind looking towards the enemy, but no-one had stopped him and asked his business. He kept by the stream until the black loom of the Medellin was above him, then turned left and began to climb the slope. By daylight it looked a gentle slope but as he climbed with his pack and rifle the ground felt steep and each step made the muscles at the back of his legs ache. Tomorrow, he thought, this is precisely where the French columns will come. They will march up this slope, heads down, while the guns crack iron shot into their ranks and the muskets wait in silence at the crest.


      Halfway up the slope he stopped and turned round. On the far side of the stream was another hill, similar in shape to the Medellin but lower and smaller. On its level top Sharpe could see the fires of the French, the flitting shadows of his enemy, and he turned and hurried on up the hill. His mind was still alerted to danger, to a threat he did not understand, but continually he thought of the girl’s black hair fanned on the pillow, of her hand gripping the sheet, of the blood stains, her terror in the attic when the two men had burst in. He had no idea what he could do. Gibbons and Berry were probably safe in the company of Simmerson and his cronies. Somehow he must flush them out, get them into the darkness, and he pushed himself to go faster.


      The slope levelled out onto the plateau. Far off he could see the fires of the British, and he ran slowly towards them, the pack bumping awkwardly, the rifle flapping at his side. He had still not been challenged. He was approaching the army from the direction of the enemy and there were no sentries, no line of picquets in the darkness, as if the army had forgotten about the French just the other side of the Portina. Two hundred yards from the line of fires he stopped and crouched low on the grass. He had found the South Essex. They were on the edge of the hill, and he could see the bright yellow facings of their uniforms glowing in the light of the flames. He searched the fires, saw the green uniforms of his Riflemen, and went on looking as though, from this distance, he might see the figures of his enemies. His anger was turning into frustration. He had walked and run more than a mile to find the Battalion, yet he knew that there was nothing he could do. Gibbons and Berry would be sitting round a fire with the officers, secure from his revenge. Hogan was right. He would throw his career away if he fought them, yet he had made a promise to Josefina, and he did not know how to keep the promise. And tomorrow he must try to keep the earlier promise to Lennox. He tugged the great sword from its scabbard and laid its tip on the grass in front of him. The blade shone dully in the light of the fires; he stared at the length of steel and felt the sting of tears in his eyes as he remembered the girl’s body lying teasingly and naked along its flat blade. That had been only this afternoon. Now he cursed the fate that had led to this night, to the promises he could not keep. He thought of the girl, of the men clawing at her, and he looked up at the fires and felt his helplessness. It was better, he knew, to give it all up, to walk into the light of the fires and concentrate on tomorrow but how was he to face Gibbons or Berry and see the triumph on their faces without swinging the blade at them?


      He turned round and stared at the far horizon and the red glow of the French fires that lined the edge of the hill with a faint light. There were rabbits moving on the crest of the hill he had climbed, he could see their small shapes bobbing, and suddenly he froze. Had there been sentries there he had missed? They were not rabbits. He could see the silhouettes of men, he had mistaken their heads for rabbits, but as they climbed over the crest he could see a dozen men, carrying guns, heading towards him. He lay flat on the grass, gripping the sword, and stared at the dim glow of the skyline. He put his ear to the ground and heard what he had feared to hear, the faint thump of marching feet, and he raised his head and kept looking as the dozen men turned into a misshapen mass. He remembered telling Hogan that the French would not attack at night, yet he suspected he was seeing just that; a night attack on the Medellin. The dozen men would be some of the skirmishers, the French Voltigeurs, and the solid mass was a French column climbing the hill in the silence of night. But how to be sure? It could as easily be a British Battalion moving in the dark, finding a new place to camp, but this late at night? He wriggled forward on knees and elbows, keeping his body close to the earth so that whoever was coming in the dark would not see him silhouetted in the fires. The sword rustled on the grass, he seemed to be making a deafening sound, but the men walked on towards him. He stopped when they stopped, and he watched them kneel. He was almost sure they were Voltigeurs, the skirmish line that had been sent ahead to flush out the sentries, and now that they were in sight of their targets they were waiting for the column so that the attack should crash home in unison. Sharpe held his breath. The kneeling men were calling softly to each other and he wanted to hear the language.


      French. He turned his head and stared at the fires marking the British line. No-one moved there, the men were sitting staring at the flames, waiting for the morning and completely unaware that their enemy had found the plateau of the Medellin undefended and were about to attack. Sharpe had to warn the British, but how? A single rifle shot would be put down to a nervous sentry seeing shadows in the night; he could not shout that far, and if he turned and ran, then he would not reach the British fires much before the French. There was only one way. That was to provoke the French into firing a volley, a rattle of musketry that would startle the British, warn them of danger and make them form a crude line. He gripped the sword, noted the nearest shadow of a kneeling Voltigeur, then scrambled to his feet and sprinted towards the enemy. The man looked up as Sharpe neared him and put a finger to his lips. Sharpe screamed, a curdling yell of anger and challenge, and chopped sideways with the sword. He did not wait to see if he had caused any damage but ran on, wrenching the blade free, screaming at the next man. This one stood up, shouted a question, and died with the blade in his belly. Sharpe went on shouting. He tugged the sword free, whirled it in the air so that it sang, spotted movement to his left and ran at yet another Voltigeur. The suddenness of his attack had startled them; they had no idea how many men were among them, or where they came from. Sharpe saw two skirmishers together, their bayonets levelled at him, but he screamed, they faltered, and he cut at one man as he swerved past and disappeared in the night.


      He dropped flat in the grass. No-one had fired. He heard the French running through the grass, the moans of a wounded man, but no-one had fired at him. He lay still, stared at the skyline, and waited until his eyes could see the dim shapes of the approaching column. Questions were shouted forward, he could hear the Voltigeurs hissing back their answers, but still they were undetected; the British sat at their fires and waited for a dawn that might never happen. Sharpe had to provoke that volley.


      He laid the sword flat on the grass and pulled the Baker off his shoulder. He slid it forward, opened the pan and felt that the powder was still in place, then eased the flint back until he felt it click into place. The French were quiet again; their attacker had disappeared as quickly as he had come.


      ‘Talion! ’Talion will fire by companies! Present!’


      He shouted meaningless orders at the French. He could see the shape of the column just fifty yards away. The skirmishers had pulled back to join in the final march when this mass of men would crash into the unsuspecting British.


      ‘Talion!’ He drew the word out. ‘Fire!’


      The Baker spat its bullet towards the French and he heard a sharp cry. They would have seen the muzzle flash but Sharpe rolled to his right and snatched up the sword.


      ‘Tirez!’ He shouted the order at the column. A dozen nervous soldiers pulled their triggers and he heard the bullets whirring over the grass. At last! The British must have woken up and he turned round to see men standing by the fires, signs of movement, even panic.


      ‘Tirez! Tirez! Tirez!’ He screamed at the column and more muskets banged in the night. Officers shouted at their men to stop firing, but the damage was done. The British had heard the firing, seen the musket flashes, and Sharpe could see men grabbing weapons, fixing bayonets, waiting for whatever crouched in the dark. It was time to be going. The French were moving again, and Sharpe sprinted towards the British lines. His running body was silhouetted against the fires and he heard a crackle of musketry and felt the bullets go past him. He shouted as he ran.


      ‘The French! Form line! The French!’


      He saw Harper and the Riflemen running down the line, away from the centre where the French would strike home, and out to the dimly lit edge of the plateau. That was sensible. Rifles were not for close work, and the Sergeant was hiding his men in the shadows where they could snipe at the enemy. Sharpe’s breath echoed in his ears, he was panting, the run had become a struggle against tiredness and the weight of his pack. He watched the South Essex form small nervous groups that kept splitting up and reforming. No-one knew what was happening. To their right another Battalion was in equal disarray, and behind Sharpe could hear the steady sound of the French advancing at a trot.


      ‘The French!’ He had no more breath. Harper had disappeared. Sharpe hurdled a fire and ran full tilt into a Sergeant who held on to him and supported him as he gasped for breath.


      ‘What’s happening, sir?’


      ‘French column. Coming this way.’


      The Sergeant was bewildered. ‘Why didn’t the first line stop them?’


      Sharpe looked at him, astonished. ‘You are the first line!’


      ‘No-one told us!’


      Sharpe looked round him. Men ran to and fro looking for their sergeants or officers, a mounted officer rode forward through the fires. Sharpe could not see who it was, and disappeared towards the column. Sharpe heard a shout, the scream of the horse as muskets fired, and the thump of the beast falling. The musket flashes showed where the French were, and Sharpe, with a pang of satisfaction, heard the crisp sound of the Bakers at the hill’s edge.


      Then the column was visible, their white trousers showing in the firelight, angling across their front and aiming at the centre of the British line. Sharpe screamed the orders. ‘Present. Fire!’ A few muskets banged, the white smoke swallowed immediately in the darkness, and Sharpe was alone. The men had fled at the sight of the massive column. Sharpe ran after them, beating at men with his sword. ‘You’re safe here! Stand still!’ But it was no good. The South Essex, like the Battalion next to them, had broken and panicked and were streaming back towards the fires in their rear, where Sharpe could see men forming in companies, the ranks tipped with bayonets.


      It was chaos. Sharpe cut across the fugitives, making for the edge of the hill and the darkness where his Riflemen lay hidden. He found Knowles, with a group of the company, and pushed them ahead to join Harper, but most of the Battalion was running back. The French fired their first volley, a massive rolling thunder of shots that cracked the night with smoke and flame, and cut a swathe in the troops ahead of them. The Battalion ran blindly back towards the safety of the next line of fires, Sharpe crashed into fugitives, shook them off, struggled towards the comparative peace of the edge of the hill. A voice shouted, ‘What’s happening?’ Sharpe turned. Berry was there, his jacket undone, his sword drawn, his black hair falling over his fleshy face. Sharpe stopped, crouched, and growled. He remembered the girl, her terror, her pain, and he rose to his feet, walked the few paces, and grabbed Berry’s collar. Frightened eyes turned on him.


      ‘What’s happening?’


      He pulled the Lieutenant with him, over the crest, down into the darkness of the slope. He could hear Berry babbling, asking what was happening, but he pulled him down until they were both well below the crest and hidden from the fires. Sharpe heard the last fugitives pound past on the summit, the crackle of musketry, the shouts diminishing as the men ran back. He let go of Berry’s collar. He saw the white face turn to him in the darkness, there was a gasp.


      ‘My God. Captain Sharpe? Is that you?’


      ‘Weren’t you expecting me?’ Sharpe’s voice was as cold as a blade in winter. ‘I was looking for you.’

    

  


  
    
      CHAPTER 20


    


    
      A spent musket ball whirred over Sharpe’s head; the sounds of the battle were fainter now that he was below the crest and the only light came from the eerie reflections of the deserted fires on the undersides of the battle-smoke that drifted from the plateau of the Medellin.


      ‘Sharpe!’ Berry was still babbling. He lay on his back and tried to wriggle his way uphill away from the tall, dark shape of the Rifleman. ‘Shouldn’t we go, Sharpe, the French? They’re on the hill!’


      ‘I know. I’ve killed at least two of them.’ Sharpe held his blade at Berry’s breast and stopped the wriggling. ‘I’m going back to kill a few more soon.’


      The talk of killing silenced Berry. Sharpe could see the face staring up at him but it was too dark to read the expression. Sharpe had to imagine the wet lips, the fleshy face, the look of fear.


      ‘What did you do to the girl, Berry?’


      The Lieutenant remained silent. Sharpe could see the slim sword lying forgotten on the grass; there was no fight in the man, no will to resist, just a pathetic hope that Sharpe could be placated.


      ‘What did you do, Berry?’ Sharpe stepped closer and the blade flickered at Berry’s throat. Sharpe saw the face twist to and fro, heard the breath gulping in the Lieutenant’s throat.


      ‘Nothing, Sharpe, I swear it. Nothing.’


      Sharpe flicked his wrist so that the blade nicked Berry’s chin. It was razor sharp and he heard the gasp.


      ‘Let me go. Please! Let me go.’


      ‘What did you do?’ Sharpe heard the distinctive sound of the rifles firing to his right. The rolling crackle of musketry was to the left, and he guessed that the French column had thrown its skirmishers out to the flanks to clear away the scattered groups that still offered resistance. He had not much time; he wanted to be with his men and to see what was happening on the hilltop, but first he wanted Berry to suffer as the girl had suffered, to fear as she had feared.


      ‘Did Josefina plead with you?’ The voice was like a night wind off the North Sea. ‘Did she ask you to let her go?’


      Berry stayed silent. Sharpe twitched the blade again. ‘Did she?’


      ‘Yes.’ It was a mere whisper.


      ‘Was she frightened?’ He moved the point onto the flesh of Berry’s neck.


      ‘Yes, yes, yes.’


      ‘But you raped her just the same?’


      Berry was too terrified to speak. He made incoherent noises, rolled his head, stared at the blade which ran up to the dim, avenging shape above him. Sharpe could smell the pungent smoke of the musketry on the hill. He had to be quick.


      ‘Can you hear me, Berry?’


      ‘Yes, Sharpe. I can hear you.’ There was the faintest hint of hope in Berry’s voice. Sharpe dashed it.


      ‘I’m going to kill you. I want you to know that so you are as frightened as she was. Do you understand?’


      The man babbled again, pleaded, shook his head, dropped his arms and held his hands together as if in prayer to Sharpe. The Rifleman stared down. He remembered a strange phrase he had once heard at a Church Parade in far-off India. A Chaplain had appeared and stood in his white surplice on the parade ground and out of the meaningless mumbles a phrase had somehow lodged in Sharpe’s mind, a phrase from the prayer book that came back to him now as he wondered whether he really could kill a man for raping his woman. ‘Deliver my soul from the sword, my darling from the power of the dog.’ Sharpe had thought to let the man stand up, pick up his sword, and fight for his life. But he thought of the girl’s terror, let the picture of her blood on the sheets feed his anger once more, saw the babbling fleshy face beneath him and as if he were tired and simply wanted to rest, he leaned forward with both hands on the hilt of the sword.


      The babbling almost became a scream, the body thrashed once, the blade went through skin and muscle and fat and into Berry’s throat, and the Lieutenant died. Sharpe stayed bent on the sword. It was murder, he knew that, a capital offence but somehow he did not feel guilty. What troubled him was the knowledge that he ought to be guilty yet he was not. He had avenged his darling on the dog. His hands were wet and he knew, as he tugged the blade free, that he had severed Berry’s jugular. He would look like someone from a slaughterhouse but he felt better and grinned in the darkness as he dropped to one knee and ran his hands swiftly across Berry’s pockets and pouches. Revenge, he decided, felt good and he pulled coins from the dead man’s tunic and thrust them into his own pockets. He walked away from the body towards the sound of the rifles, walked slowly uphill to where the flashes spat bullets towards the French, and sank down beside Harper. The Sergeant looked at him and then turned back to face the hilltop and pulled his trigger. Smoke puffed from the pan, belched from the barrel, and Sharpe saw a Voltigeur fall backwards into a fire. Harper grinned with satisfaction.


      ‘He’s been annoying me, that one, so he has. Been jumping around like a regular little Napoleon.’


      Sharpe stared at the hilltop. It was like the paintings of hell he had seen in Portuguese and Spanish churches. Smoke rolled redly in weird patches across the hilltop, thickly where the column was pushing deeper through the fires that marked the British lines, and thinly where small groups fought the skirmishers who tried to clear the hilltop. Hundreds of small fires lit the battle, muskets pumped smoke and flame into the night, the whole accompanied by the shouts of the French and the cries of the wounded. The French skirmishers had suffered badly from the Riflemen. Harper had lined them in the shadows on the hill’s edge and they picked off the blue figures who ran through the fires long before the French were close enough to use their muskets with any accuracy. Sharpe pulled his own rifle forward and reached down for a cartridge.


      ‘Any problems?’


      Harper shook his head and grinned. ‘Target practice.’


      ‘The rest of the company?’


      The Sergeant jerked his head backwards. ‘Most of them are down below with Mr. Knowles, sir. I told him they weren’t needed here.’


      For an instant Sharpe wondered whether anyone had seen him murder Berry but he dismissed the thought. He trusted his instinct, an instinct that warned him of the enemy and on this night every man had been his enemy until Berry had died. No-one had seen him. Harper grunted as he rammed another bullet into his rifle.


      ‘What happened, sir?’


      Sharpe grinned wolfishly and said nothing. He was reliving the instant of Berry’s death, feeling the satisfaction, the relief of the pain of Josefina’s ordeal. Who had said revenge was stale and unprofitable? They were wrong. He primed the rifle, cocked it, and slid it forward but no Voltigeurs were in sight. The battle had passed off to the left, where it flashed and thundered in the darkness.


      ‘Sir?’


      He turned and looked at the Sergeant. He told him, flatly and simply, what had happened and watched the broad Irish face turn bleak with anger.


      ‘How is she?’


      Sharpe shook his head. ‘She lost a lot of blood. They beat her.’


      The Sergeant searched the ground in front of him, sifting through the firelight and the humped shadows, the far musket flashes that could be French or English. When he spoke his voice was soft.


      ‘And the two of them? What will you do?’


      ‘Lieutenant Berry died in tonight’s battle.’


      Harper turned and looked at his Captain, at the blade which lay red beside him, and smiled slowly. ‘The other one?’


      ‘Tomorrow.’


      Harper nodded and turned back to the battle. The French had been held, judging by the position of the musket flashes, as if in pushing ever deeper into the lines they had marched into a thickening opposition they at last could not break. Sharpe searched the darkness to his right. The French must have sent more troops, but there was no sign of them. The ground in front was bare of movement. He turned round.


      ‘Lieutenant Knowles!’


      ‘Sir!’ The voice came from the darkness but was followed by Knowles’ anxious face coming up the slope. ‘Sir? You’re all right, sir?’


      ‘Like a dog with a bone, Lieutenant.’ Knowles could not understand Sharpe’s seeming content. Rumours had run through the company since Harper and the Riflemen had returned without the Captain. ‘Tell the men to fix bayonets and come up here. It’s time we joined in.’


      Knowles grinned. ‘Yes, sir.’


      ‘How many men do we have?’


      ‘Twenty, sir, not counting the Rifles.’


      ‘Good! To work then.’


      Sharpe stood up and walked onto the hilltop. He waved the Riflemen forward and waited for Knowles and his group to climb into the light. Sharpe waved left and right with the sword.


      ‘Skirmish order! Then slowly forward. We’re not trying to take on the column but let’s flush out their skirmishers.’


      The bayonets gleamed red in the firelight, the line walked steadily forward, but the enemy skirmishers had disappeared. Sharpe took them to a hundred yards from the enemy column and waved the men down. There was nothing they could do except watch a demonstration of British infantry at its best. The French had ploughed their way almost to the end of the hill but had been checked by a Battalion that Sharpe guessed must have marched from the foot of the hill and now stretched itself ahead of the French like an impassable barrier. The Battalion was in line and firing in controlled platoon volleys. It was superb. No infantry could stand against Britain’s best, and the Battalion was shredding the column with musketry that rolled up and down the Battalion’s line, the ramrods flashing in unison, the platoons firing in sequence, an irresistible hammering of close range musket fire that poured into the tight French ranks. The enemy wavered. Each volley decimated the column’s leading ranks. Their commander tried to deploy into line but he was too late. The men at the back of the column would not go forward into that hail of lead that rippled methodically and murderously from the British muskets. Groups of blue-coated French began to melt into the dark; a mounted British officer saw it and raised his sword, the red ranks cheered and went forward with levelled bayonets and, as suddenly as it had begun, the battle was done. The French went backwards, stepping over the dead, retreating ever faster from the reaching blades. The enemy had done well. A single column had so nearly captured the hill, even without another two columns that had never arrived, but now the French Colonel had to go back, had to take his men from the musket fire that overwhelmed them. As they drew level with the skirmish line some of Sharpe’s Riflemen lifted their weapons, but Sharpe shouted to let them go. There would be killing enough tomorrow.


      Sharpe crouched by a fire and wiped the blade free of the sticky blood with a dead Frenchman’s jacket. It was the time for collecting the dead and counting the living. He wanted Gibbons to worry about Berry, to feel fear in the night, and he felt the elation again of the killing stroke. From the town came the bells of midnight, and he thought briefly of the girl lying in the candlelight and he wondered if she thought of him. Harper squatted beside him, his face black with powder smoke, and held out a bottle of spirits.


      ‘Get some sleep, sir. You need it.’ Harper grinned briefly. ‘We have a promise to keep tomorrow.’


      Sharpe lifted the bottle towards the Sergeant as if in a toast. ‘A promise and a half, Sergeant. A promise and a half.’

    

  


  
    
      CHAPTER 21


    


    
      It was a short, bad night. After the repulse of the French the army rescued the wounded and, in the thin firelight, searched and piled the dead that could be found. Battalions that had thought themselves safe in an imaginary second line now posted sentries, and the brief night was broken by frequent rattles of musketry as the nervous picquets imagined fresh enemy columns in the dark. The bugles sounded at two in the morning, the fires were restored to life, and hungry men shivered round the flames and listened to the distant French bugles rousing the enemy. At half past three, when a silvery grey light touched the flanks of the Medellin, Berry’s body was found and carried to the fire, where Simmerson and his officers sipped scalding tea. Gibbons, appalled at the great wound disfiguring his friend’s throat, looked at Sharpe with pale and suspicious eyes. Sharpe looked back and smiled, saw the suspicion, and then Gibbons turned abruptly away and shouted for his servant to clear up the blankets. Simmerson flicked a glance round the officers. ‘He died a brave death, gentlemen, a brave death.’


      They all muttered the right words, more concerned with hunger and what was to come than with the death of a fat Lieutenant, and watched bleakly as the body was stripped of its valuables before being piled with the scores of dead that would be buried before the sun rose high and made them offensive. No-one thought it odd that Berry’s body had been found so far from the other dead. The events of the night had been muddled; there were stories that the Germans below the Medellin had fought a running skirmish with another column and groups of French fugitives had become lost in the darkness and wandered in the British lines, and the shivering officers assumed Berry had met such a group.


      By four o’clock the army was in position. Hill’s Brigades were on the Medellin and the Brigade Majors lined the Battalions back from the hill crest so that they would be invisible to the French gunners. The South Essex were on the flank of the hill overlooking the Germans and the Guards who would defend the flat plain between the Medellin and the Pajar. Sharpe stared at the town, half hidden in mist, and wondered what was happening to Josefina. He was impatient for the battle to start, to take his Light Company away from Simmerson and up to the skirmish line that would form in the mist-shrouded Portina valley. He was surprised that Simmerson had said nothing to the Battalion. Instead the Colonel sat on his grey horse and stared moodily at the myriad smoke trails from the French camp that rose and mingled in front of the rising sun. He ignored Sharpe; he always did, as though the Rifleman was a small nuisance that would be brushed from his life when his letter was received in London. Gibbons sat beside Simmerson and it suddenly occurred to Sharpe that the two men were frightened. In front of them the solitary colour drooped from its staff, beaded with morning moisture, a lonely reminder of the Battalion’s disgrace. Simmerson did not know war, and he was staring at the mist along the Portina, wondering what would emerge from the whiteness to challenge his Battalion. It was not just Sharpe’s future that depended on this battle. If the Battalion did badly then it would stay a Battalion of Detachments and dwindle away under the onslaught of disease and death until it would simply disappear from the army list; the Battalion that never was. Simmerson would survive. He would sail home to his country estate, take his seat in Parliament, become an armchair expert on the war, but wherever soldiers met, the names of Simmerson and the South Essex would be scorned. Sharpe grinned to himself; ironically, on this day, Simmerson needed the Riflemen far more than Sharpe needed the Colonel.


      At last the signal came and the Light Companies went forward, spreading themselves into a thin screen of skirmishers to become the first men to meet the attack. As he walked down the slope towards the mist Sharpe stared at the Cascajal Hill that was topped with French guns, almost wheel to wheel, the barrels pointing at the Medellin. Somewhere behind the guns the French Battalions would be parading into the huge columns that would be thrown at the British line; behind them there would be cavalry waiting to pour through the opening: more than fifty thousand Frenchmen preparing to punish the British for their temerity in sending Wellesley’s small army into their Empire. The Light Company walked into the mist, into the private world where skirmisher would fight Voltigeur, and Sharpe thrust away the thoughts of defeat. It was unthinkable that Wellesley could lose, that the army might be shattered and sent reeling back to the sea, that Sharpe’s problems, Simmerson’s problems, the fate of the South Essex, all would become drowned in the disastrous flood of defeat. Harper ran up to him and nodded cheerfully as he pulled the muzzle stopper from his rifle.


      ‘The weather’s hot for us, sir.’


      Sharpe grimaced. ‘It will clear in an hour or so.’ The mist hid everything beyond a hundred paces and took away the advantage of the long range rifles. Sharpe saw the stream ahead.


      ‘Far enough. See if Mr Denny is all right.’


      Harper went off to the right to where Denny should be joining up with the German skirmishers. Sharpe walked upstream where he suspected the attack would be and found Knowles at the end of the line. Beyond in the mist he could see the redcoats of the 66th and some Riflemen from the Royal Americans.


      ‘Lieutenant?’


      ‘Sir?’ Knowles was nervously alert, half dreading, half enjoying his first day of real battle. Sharpe grinned cheerfully at him.


      ‘Any problems?’


      ‘No, sir. Will it be long?’ Knowles glanced constantly at the empty far bank of the Portina as though he expected to see the whole French army suddenly materialise.


      ‘You’ll hear the guns first.’ Sharpe stamped his feet against the cold. ‘What’s the time?’


      Knowles took out his watch, inscribed from his father, and opened the case. ‘Nearly five, sir.’ He went on looking at the ornate watch face with its filigree hand. ‘Sir?’ He sounded embarrassed.


      ‘Yes?’


      ‘If I die, sir, would you have this?’ He held the watch out.


      Sharpe pushed the watch back. He wanted to laugh but he shook his head gravely. ‘You’re not going to die. Who’d take over if I went?’


      Knowles looked at him fearfully and Sharpe nodded. ‘Think about it, Lieutenant. Promotion can be rapid in battle.’ He grinned, attempting to dispel Knowles’ gloom. ‘Who knows? If it’s a good enough day we may all end up Generals.’


      A gun banged on the Cascajal. Knowles’ eyes widened as he heard, for the first time, the rumbling thunder of iron shot in the air. Unseen by the skirmishers the eight-pound ball struck the crest of the Medellin, bounced over the troops in a spray of dirt and stones, and rolled harmlessly to rest four hundred yards down the plateau. The sound of the shot echoed flatly from the hills, was muffled by the mist, and died into silence. A hundred thousand men heard it, some crossed themselves, some prayed, and some just thought fitfully of the storm that was about to break across the Portina. Knowles waited for another gun but there was silence.


      ‘What was that, sir?’


      ‘A signal to the other French batteries. They’ll be reloading the gun.’ Sharpe imagined the sponge hissing as it was thrust into the gun, the steam rising from the vent, and then the new charge and shot being rammed home. ‘About now, I’d think.’


      The silence was over. From now Sharpe would tell the story of the battle by the sounds and he listened as the iron shot from seventy or eighty French guns screamed and thundered in the air. He could hear the crash of the guns, imagined them throwing their massive weights back onto the trails, bucking in the air and slamming back onto the wheels as the rammer was dipped in water and the men prepared the next shot. Behind was a different noise, the muted sound of the roundshot gouging the Medellin, the thud of iron on earth. He turned back to Knowles. ‘This is my unlucky day.’


      Knowles turned a worried face on him. The Captain was supposed to be ‘lucky’. Sharpe and the company depended on the superstition. ‘Why, sir?’


      Sharpe grinned. ‘They’re firing to our left.’ He was shouting over the sound of the massed cannons. ‘They’ll attack there. I thought I might be the proud owner of a watch otherwise!’ He slapped a relieved Knowles on the shoulder and pointed across the stream. ‘Expect them in about twenty minutes, over to the left a bit. I’ll be back!’


      He walked down the line of men, checking flints, making the old jokes and looking for Harper. He felt desperately tired, not just the tiredness of disturbed and little sleep, but the weariness of problems that seemed to have no end. Berry’s death was like a half forgotten dream and solved nothing except half a promise, and he had little idea how to solve the other half or the promise about the Eagle. The promises were like barriers he had erected in his own life, and honour demanded that they be overcome but his sense told him the task was impossible. He waved at Harper, and as the Sergeant walked towards him the noise of the battle changed. There was a whining quality to the roar of the shot overhead, and Harper looked up into the mist.


      ‘Shells?’


      Sharpe nodded as the first one exploded on the Medellin. The sound rose in intensity, the crash of the shells echoing the thunder of the guns, and added to the din was the sharper sound of the long British six-pounders firing back. Harper jerked a thumb at the unseen Medellin. ‘That’s a rare hammering, sir.’


      Sharpe listened. ‘The bands are still playing.’


      ‘I’d rather be down here.’


      Distantly, through the incessant crashes that merged into one long rumble, Sharpe could hear the sound of Regimental bands. As long as the bandsmen were playing then the British Battalions were not suffering overmuch from the French bombardment. If Wellesley had not pulled the British line behind the crest the French gunners would be slaughtering the Battalions file by file and the bandsmen would be doing their other job of picking up the wounded and taking them to the rear. Sharpe knew Harper, like himself, was thinking of the promise to Lennox, of the Eagle. He stared across the stream at the empty grass, listened to the cannonade as though it were someone else’s battle, and turned to the Sergeant.


      ‘There will be other days, you know. Other battles.’


      Harper smiled slowly, crouched, and flicked a pebble into the clear water. ‘We’ll see what happens, sir.’ He stayed still, listening, then pointed ahead. ‘Hear that?’


      It was the noise Sharpe had been waiting for, faint but unmistakable, the sound he had not heard since Vimeiro, the sound of the French attack. The enemy columns were not in sight, would not be visible for minutes, but through the mist he could hear the serried drummers beating the hypnotic rhythm of the charge. Boom-boom, boom-boom, boomaboom, boomaboom, boom-boom. On and on it would go until the attack was won or lost, the drummer boys thrashing the skins despite the volleys, the endless rhythm that had carried the French to victory after victory. There was a relentless menace about the drumbeats, each repeated phrase brought the French nearer by ten paces, on and on, on and on.


      Sharpe smiled at Harper. ‘Look after the boy. Is he all right?’


      ‘Denny, sir? Tripped over his sword three times but otherwise he’s fine.’ Harper laughed. ‘Look after yourself, sir.’


      Sharpe walked back up the stream, the drumbeats nearer, the skirmish line peering apprehensively into the empty mist. Their job was about to begin. The French guns had failed to break the British Battalions and in front of the drums, spread in a vast cloud, the Voltigeurs were coming. Their aim was to get as close to the British Battalions as they could and snipe at the line with their muskets, to thin the ranks, weaken the line, so that when the drummed column arrived the British would be rotten and give way. Sharpe’s skirmishers with the other Light Companies had to stop the Voltigeurs and their private battle, fought in the mist, was about to begin. He found Knowles standing by the stream.


      ‘See anything?’


      ‘No, sir.’


      The drumming was louder, competing with the crash of the shells, and at the end of each drummed phrase Sharpe could hear a new sound as the drummers paused to let thousands of voices chant ‘Vive L’Empereur’. It was the victory noise that had terrified the armies of Europe, the sound of Marengo, of Austerlitz, of Jena, the voices and drums of French victory. Then, upstream and out of sight, the Light troops met and Sharpe heard the first crackle of musketry: not the rolling volleys of massed ranks but the spaced, deliberate cracks of aimed shots. Knowles looked at Sharpe with raised eyebrows, the Rifleman shook his head. ‘That’s only one column. There’ll be at least another one, probably two, and nearer. Wait.’


      And there they were, dim figures running in the mist, dozens of men in blue jackets with red epaulettes who angled across their front. The men raised their muskets.


      ‘Hold your fire!’ Sharpe pushed a musket down. The Voltigeurs ran into the fire of the 66th and the Royal Americans, they were a hundred paces upstream and Sharpe waited to see if the French skirmish line would reach the South Essex. ‘Wait!’


      He watched the first Frenchmen crumple on the turf, others knelt and took careful aim but it was not his fight. He guessed the French attack, aimed at the Medellin, was going to pass by the South Essex but he was glad enough to let his raw troops see real skirmishing before they had to do it themselves. The French, like the British, fought in pairs. Each man had to protect his partner, firing in turn and calling out warnings, constantly watching the enemy to see if the guns were aimed at him or his partner. Sharpe could hear the shouts, the whistles that passed on commands, and in the background, insistent as a tocsin, the drumming and shouting. Knowles was like a leashed hound wanting to go up the bank to the fight but Sharpe held him back. ‘They don’t need us. Our turn will come. Wait.’


      The British line was holding. The Frenchmen tried to rush the stream but fell as they reached the water. The British pairs moved in short rushes, changing position, confusing their enemy, waiting for the Voltigeurs to come in range and then letting off their shots. The green-jacketed Riflemen of the Royal Americans looked for the enemy officers and Sergeants, and Sharpe could hear the crack of the Rifles as they destroyed the enemy leaders. The sound was rising to its first crescendo, the roar of the cannon, the melding crashes of shells, the drums and voices of the column, and the sound of bugles mixing with the musketry. The mist was thickening with the smoke of the French batteries that drifted westward towards the British line, but soon, Sharpe knew, the mist would be burned off. He felt the faintest breeze and saw a great swirl of whiteness shiver and move and heard Knowles draw breath with amazement before the mist closed down. In the gap was a mass of men, tight-packed marching ranks tipped with steel, one of the columns aiming for the stream. It was time to retreat and, sure enough, Sharpe heard the whistles and bugles and saw the skirmishers to the left start to go backwards towards the Medellin. They left bodies, red and green, behind them.


      He blew his own whistle, waved an arm, and listened for the Sergeants to repeat the signal. His men would be disappointed. They had not fired a shot but Sharpe suspected that they would have their opportunities soon enough. The drumming and the chanting went on, the shot crashed overhead, but as the company climbed the hill the mist cut them off from the battle. No-one was shooting at them, no shells landed with spluttering fuses on their piece of the hillside, and Sharpe continued to have the strange sensation of listening to a battle that had nothing to do with him. The illusion vanished as the line climbed out of the mist onto a hillside bright with the early sun. Sharpe checked the line, turned, and heard his men gasp and swear at the view they suddenly encountered.


      The crest of the Medellin was empty of soldiers. Only the French shells continued to tear up the earth in great gouts of soil and flame. The skirmishers in front of the French attack scrambled up the slope, ever nearer to the bursting shells, and turned to shoot at the columns that crawled out of the mist like great, strange animals emerging from the sea. The nearest column was too hundred yards to the left and to Sharpe’s raw troops it must have seemed overwhelming. The Voltigeurs were joining its ranks, swelling it, the drummers beat it along with their relentless, hypnotic beating and the deep shouts of ‘Vive L’Empereur’ punctuated the grinding advance. There were three columns climbing the slope; each, Sharpe guessed, had close to two thousand men and over each there hung, glittering in the new sun, three gilded Eagles reaching for the crest.


      Sharpe turned his skirmish line to face the column and then waved the men down. There was little they could do at this range. He decided not to rejoin the Battalion; the company would suffer less by staying on the hillside and watching the attack than if they tried to run through the barrage of shells, and as they knelt, watching the huge formation march up the slope, Sharpe saw the men of the King’s German Legion join his crude line. They would be privileged spectators on the edge of the French attack. Ensign Denny came and knelt beside Sharpe, and his face betrayed the worry and fear that the drumming, chanting mass engendered. Sharpe looked at him. ‘What do you think?’


      ‘Sir?’


      ‘Frightening?’ Denny nodded. Sharpe laughed. ‘Did you ever learn mathematics?’


      ‘Yes, sir.’


      ‘So add up how many Frenchmen can actually use their muskets.’


      Denny stared at the column and Sharpe saw realisation dawn on his face. The French column was a tried and tested battle winner, but against good troops it was a death trap. Only the front rank and the two flank files could actually use their guns, and of the hundreds of men in the nearest column only the sixty in the front rank and the men on the ends of the thirty or so other ranks could actually fire at their enemies. The mass of men in the middle were there merely to add weight, to look impressive, cheer, and fill up the gaps left by the dead.


      The sound of the battle changed abruptly. The shelling stopped. The great marching squares were close to the crest of the Medellin, and the French gunners were afraid of hitting their own men. For a moment there was just the drumming, the sound of thousands of boots hitting the hillside in unison, and suddenly a great cheer as the French infantry thought they had won. It was easy to see why they thought victory was in their grasp. There was no enemy in front of them, just the empty skyline, and the skirmish line had scrambled back over the crest to join their Battalions. They had done their job. They had kept the Voltigeurs from the British line, and the French cheer died away as the British orders rang out and suddenly the hilltop was lined two deep with waiting men. It still looked ridiculous. Three great fists, enormous masses, aimed at a tenuous two-deep line, but the look was deceptive; mathematics in this situation was all.


      The column nearest Sharpe was headed for the 66th and the 3rd. The two British Battalions were outnumbered two to one, but every redcoat on the crest could fire his musket. Of the hundreds of Frenchmen who climbed in the column only a few more than a hundred could actually fire back and Sharpe had seen it happen too often to have any doubts about the outcome. He watched the order given, saw the British line appear to take a quarter turn to the right as they brought their muskets to their shoulders, and watched as the French column instinctively checked in the face of so many guns. The drums rattled, the French officers shouted, a kind of low growl came from the columns, swelled to a roar, to a cheer, and the French charged towards the summit.


      And stopped. The slim steel blades of the British officers swept down and the relentless volleys began. Nothing could stand in the way of that musket fire. From right to left along the Battalions the platoon volleys flamed and flickered, a rolling fire that never stopped, the machine-like regularity of trained troops pouring four shots a minute into the dense mass of Frenchmen. The noise rose to the real crescendo of battle, the awesome sound of the ordered volleys and mixed with it the curious ringing as the bullets struck French bayonets. Sharpe looked to his left and saw the South Essex watching. They were too far away for their muskets to be of any use, but he was glad that Simmerson’s raw troops could see a demonstration of how practised firepower won battles.


      The drumming went on, the boys banging their instruments frenetically to force the column up the slope and, incredibly, the French tried. The instinct of victory was too strong, too ingrained, and as the front ranks were destroyed by the murderous fire, the men behind struggled over the bodies to be thrown backwards in turn by the relentless bullets. They faced an impossible task. The column was stuck, hunched against the storm, soaking up an incredible punishment but refusing to give in, to accept defeat. Sharpe was amazed, as he had been at Vimeiro, that troops could take such punishment but they did and he watched as the officers tried to organise a new attack. The French, too late, tried to form into line, and he could see the officers waving their swords to lead the rear ranks into the open flanks. Sharpe held his rifle up.


      ‘Come on!’


      His men cheered and followed him across the hillside. There was little danger that the French could form line but the appearance of a couple of hundred skirmishers on the flank would deter them. The Germans of the Legion went with Sharpe’s company and they all stopped a hundred paces from the struggling mass of Frenchmen and began their own volleys, more ragged than the ordered fire from the crest, but effective enough to repel the Frenchmen who were bravely trying to form a line. The Germans began fixing bayonets; they knew the column could not stand the fire much longer, and Sharpe yelled at his own men to fix blades. The sound of drums faded. One boy gave a further determined rattle with his sticks, but the distinctive rhythm of the charge faded away and the attack was done. The crest of the hill rippled with light as the 66th fixed bayonets; the volleys died, the British cheered and the French were finished. Broken and smashed by musket fire they did not wait for the bayonet charge. The mass split into small groups of fugitives, the Eagles dropped, the blue ranks broke and ran for the stream.


      ‘Forward!’ Sharpe, the German officers, and from the ridge the company officers of the 66th shouted as they led the red-steel-tipped line down the slope. Sharpe looked for the Eagles but they were far ahead, being carried to safety, and he forgot them and led his men diagonally down the hill to cut off the fleeing groups of Frenchmen. It was a time for prisoners, and as the skirmishers cut into the blue mass the Frenchmen threw down their guns and held their hands high. One officer refused to surrender and flickered his blade towards Sharpe, but the huge cavalry sword beat it aside and the man dropped to his knees and held clasped hands towards the Rifleman. Sharpe ignored him. He wanted to get to the stream and stop his men pursuing the French onto the far bank, where reserve Battalions waited to punish the British victors. The mist had almost cleared.


      Some Frenchmen stopped at the stream and turned their muskets on the British. A ball plucked at Sharpe’s sleeve, another scorched past his face, but the small group broke and fled as he swept the sword towards them. His boots splashed in the stream; he could hear shots behind him and saw bullets strike the water, but he turned and screamed at his men to stop. He drove them back from the stream, herded them with the prisoners, away from the French reserve troops who waited with loaded muskets on the far bank.


      It was done. The first attack beaten and the slope of the Medellin was smothered in bodies that lay in a blue smear from the stream almost to the crest they had failed to reach. There would be another attack, but first each side must count the living and collect the dead. Sharpe looked for Harper and saw, thankfully, that the Sergeant was alive. Lieutenant Knowles was there, grinning broadly, and with his sword still unbloodied.


      ‘What’s the time, Lieutenant?’


      Knowles tucked the blade under his arm and opened his watch. ‘Five minutes after six, sir. Wasn’t that incredible?’


      Sharpe laughed. ‘Just wait. That was nothing.’


      Harper ran down the slope towards them and held out a bundle in his hands. ‘Breakfast, sir?’


      ‘Not garlic sausage?’


      Harper grinned. ‘Just for you.’


      Sharpe broke off a length and bit into the pungent, tasty meat. He stretched his arms, felt the tenseness ease in his muscles, and began to feel better. The first round was over and he looked up the littered slope to the single colour of the Battalion. Beneath it was Gibbons, mounted beside his uncle, and Sharpe hoped the Lieutenant had watched the skirmishers and was feeling the fear. Harper saw where he was looking and he saw the expression on his Captain’s face. The Sergeant turned to the men of the company, guarding their prisoners and boasting of their exploits. ‘All right, this isn’t a harvest bloody festival! Reload your guns. They’ll be back.’

    

  


  
    
      CHAPTER 22


    


    
      The battle had flared briefly then died into silence and, as the sun climbed higher and the smoke drifted into nothingness, the Portina valley filled with men, British and French, who came to rescue the wounded and bury the dead. Men who an hour before had struggled desperately to kill each other now chatted and exchanged tobacco for food, and wine for brandy. Sharpe took a dozen men down to the stream to find four men of the Light Company who were missing. They had not died in the skirmish; all had been killed as they climbed back up the slope with their prisoners. The French guns had opened fire but this time with their barrels depressed, and the shells blew apart in the loose ranks of the British trudging up the hill. The men began to run, the French prisoners turned and sprinted for their own lines, but there was no cover from the shelling. Sharpe had watched one iron ball strike a rabbit hole and bounce into the air with smoke spiralling crazily from its fuse. The shell, small enough to pick up with one hand, landed by Gataker. The Rifleman had bent down to pinch out the fuse but he was too late; it exploded, spitting him with its fractured casing and belching smoke and flame as it hurled his corpse backwards. Sharpe had knelt beside him but Gataker was dead; the first of Sharpe’s Riflemen to die since the fighting in the northern mountains of the last winter.


      When the guns stopped they were ordered back to bury the dead quickly, and the men scraped shallow holes in the soft earth beside the stream. The French came as well. For a few minutes the troops avoided each other but soon someone made a joke, held out a hand, and within minutes the enemies shook hands, tried on each other’s shakoes, shared the meagre scraps of food and treated each other like long-lost friends rather than sworn enemies. The valley was littered with the remains of battle: unexploded shells, weapons, looted packs, the usual garbage of defeat.


      ‘Sharpe! Captain!’ Sharpe turned to see Hogan picking his way through the dead and the wounded. ‘I’ve been looking for you!’ The Engineer slid from his horse and looked around. ‘Are you all right?’


      ‘I’m all right.’ Sharpe accepted Hogan’s offered water-bottle. ‘How’s Josefina?’


      Hogan smiled. ‘She slept.’


      Sharpe looked at the dark rings under the Irishman’s eyes. ‘But you didn’t?’


      Hogan shook his head and then indicated the bodies. ‘One sleepless night isn’t much to complain about.’


      ‘And Josefina?’


      ‘I think she’s all right. Really, Richard.’ Hogan shook his head. ‘She’s subdued, unhappy. But what would you expect after last night?’


      Last night, thought Sharpe. Good God, it was only last night. He turned away and looked at the bloodied water of the Portina stream and at the Frenchmen on the far bank who were excavating a wide shallow hole into which their stripped dead were being thrown. He turned back to Hogan. ‘What’s happening in town?’


      ‘In the town? Oh, you’re worried about her safety?’ Sharpe nodded. Hogan took out his snuff box. ‘Everything’s quiet. They rounded up most of the Spanish and they’re back in their lines. There’s a guard in the town to stop any more looting.’


      ‘So she’s safe?’


      Hogan looked at Sharpe’s red-rimmed eyes, at the deep shadows on the face, and nodded. ‘She’s safe, Richard.’ Hogan said no more. Sharpe’s face scared him; a grim face, he thought, like the face of a desperate adventurer who would risk everything on the single fall of a pair of dice. The two men began walking beside the stream, between the bodies, and Hogan thought of the Prince of Wales Dragoon, a Captain with a broken arm, who had called at the house early in the morning. Josefina had been surprised to see him, but pleased, and told Hogan that she had met the cavalry officer in the town the day before. The Dragoon had taken over Hogan’s vigil but this, the Engineer thought, was no time to tell Sharpe about Captain Claud Hardy. Hogan had liked the man, had taken immediately to Hardy’s laughing description of how he had fallen from his horse, and the Irishman could see how relieved Josefina was to have someone sitting beside her who told her jokes, talked blithely of balls and banquets, hunting and horses, but who shrewdly understood whatever horrors still lurked in her memories of the night before. Hardy was good for Josefina, Hogan knew, but this was not the time to tell that to Sharpe.


      ‘Richard?’


      ‘Yes?’


      ‘Have you done anything about…?’ Hogan broke off.


      ‘Gibbons and Berry?’


      ‘Yes.’ Hogan stepped aside and led his horse away from a Frenchman dragging a naked corpse over the grass. Sharpe waited until the man had gone.


      ‘Why?’


      Hogan shrugged. ‘I was thinking.’ He spoke hesitantly. ‘I was hoping that after a night to think about it you would be careful. It could destroy your career. A duel, a fight. Be careful.’ Hogan was virtually pleading. Sharpe stopped and turned to him.


      ‘I promise you one thing. I will do nothing to Lieutenant Berry.’


      Hogan thought for a moment. Sharpe’s face was unreadable but finally the Irishman nodded slowly. ‘I suppose that’s a good thing. But you’re still determined about Gibbons?’


      Sharpe smiled. ‘Lieutenant Gibbons will soon join Lieutenant Berry.’ He turned away and began walking up the slope. Hogan ran after him.


      ‘You mean?’


      ‘Yes. Berry’s dead. Tell Josefina that, will you?’


      Hogan felt an immense sadness, not for Berry, who had probably deserved whatever Sharpe had done to him, but for Sharpe, who saw all of life as one immense battle and had equipped himself to fight it with an unparalleled ferocity. ‘Be careful, Richard.’


      ‘I will. I promise.’


      ‘When will we see you?’ Hogan dreaded that Sharpe would walk into Josefina’s room and find Hardy there.


      ‘I don’t know.’ Sharpe indicated the waiting French army. ‘There’s a hell of a fight still to come and I suspect we’ll all have to stay on the field till one side goes home. Maybe tonight. Probably tomorrow. I don’t know.’


      Bugles split the valley, calling the troops back to their positions, and Hogan gathered his reins in his hand. The two men watched as British and French soldiers shook hands and slapped each other’s backs before the killing restarted. Hogan heaved himself into the saddle. ‘I’ll tell her about Berry, Richard. Be careful, we don’t want to lose you.’ He put spurs to his horse and cantered beside the stream, back towards Talavera.


      Sharpe walked up the slope of the Medellin with his men as they counted the spoils they had collected from the dead. He himself had found nothing but as he walked up the hill he knew that there would be richer pickings on the field before the sun fell; there was an Eagle to be plucked.


      The morning crept on. The two armies faced each other, the cavalry chafing that there were no broken infantry to slaughter, the artillery piling their ammunition to break the infantry, while the infantry sat on the grass and made up their ammunition and cleaned the locks of their muskets. No-one seemed to be in a hurry. The first attack had been repulsed, and now the French were doubly determined to break the small British army in front of them. Through his telescope Sharpe watched the blue Battalions moving sluggishly into place, Regiment after Regiment, Brigade after Brigade, until between the Pajar and the Cascajal he could see more than thirty Eagles gathering for the attack. Forrest joined him and smiled nervously as he took the proffered telescope.


      ‘Are they getting ready, Sharpe?’


      Forrest scanned the French line. It was obvious what was about to happen. On the Cascajal the gunners were levering the pieces round so that they could fire at the troops to the right of the South Essex, at the Legion and at the Guards. Opposite those Regiments was gathering a vast horde of enemy Battalions. The French had failed to take the Medellin, by night or day, so now they were planning a hammer blow of such weight that no troops in the world could withstand the fury and intensity of their attack. Behind the French infantry Sharpe could see impatient cavalry waiting to pour through the gap and slaughter the defeated British. The day was gathering its strength, pausing before the carnage, readying itself for the emphatic demonstration of French superiority that would destroy Britain’s army, swat it contemptuously aside, and to that end, at one o’clock, the French guns opened fire again.

    

  


  
    
      CHAPTER 23


    


    
      Sir Henry Simmerson had hardly moved all morning. He had watched the repulse of the first attack but, apart from the Light Company, the South Essex had not been needed; now, Sir Henry knew, things would be very different. The eastern side of the Portina was filled with French troops, Battalion after Battalion, preparing to come forward in the inevitable columns, and Sir Henry had silently inspected them with his telescope. Fifteen thousand men were about to launch themselves against the centre of the British position and, beyond them, another fifteen thousand were already beginning to approach the Pajar and the network of obstacles that sheltered the Spanish. To Sir Henry’s right the four Battalions of the King’s German Legion, the Coldstream and the Third Guards waited for the attack but Sir Henry knew that the battle was lost. No troops, not even the vaunted Legion and the Guards, could stand up to the overwhelming numbers that waited for the signal to begin their massive approach.


      Sir Henry grunted and shifted in his saddle. He had been right all along. It had been madness to let Wellesley have an army, it was madness to fight in this God-forsaken, heathen country when the British should more properly be fighting behind the walls of Flemish towns. He looked again at the French. Any fool could see what was about to happen: that the huge columns would punch through the thin British line like an angry bull going through a matchwood fence. Talavera would be cut off, the Spanish hunted like rats through the streets, but the troops on the Medellin, like his own Battalion, were in a worse position. At least the troops near Talavera stood a chance of reaching the bridge and beginning the long retreat to ignominy, but for the South Essex and for the other Battalions the only fate was to be out off and the inevitable surrender.


      ‘We will not surrender.’


      Lieutenant Gibbons edged his horse closer to his uncle. It had not occurred to him that they might surrender, but he had long known that the easiest way to stay in Sir Henry’s favour was to offer agreement. ‘Quite right, sir.”


      Simmerson pushed his telescope shut. ‘It will be a disaster, Christian, a disaster. The army is about to be destroyed.’


      His nephew agreed and Simmerson reflected, for the thousandth time, what a waste of talent it was that Gibbons was only a Lieutenant. He had never heard anything but military sense from his nephew, the boy understood all his problems, agreed with his solutions, and if Sir Henry had found it temporarily impossible to give his nephew a deserved Captaincy, then at least he could keep him away from that damned Sharpe and use him as a trusted adviser and confidant. A new Battalion appeared in the French line, almost opposite the South Essex, and Simmerson opened the telescope and looked at them.


      ‘That’s strange.’


      ‘Sir?’ Simmerson handed the telescope to his nephew. The fresh Battalion marching from behind the Cascajal was dressed in white jackets with red turnbacks and collars. Simmerson had never seen troops like them.


      ‘Major Forrest!’


      ‘Sir?’


      Simmerson pointed to the new troops who were forming a column. ‘Do you know who they are?’


      ‘No, sir.’


      ‘Find out.’


      The Colonel watched Forrest spur his horse down the line. ‘Going to see Sharpe. Thinks he knows it all.’ But not for long, thought Simmerson; this battle would see the end of military adventurers like Sharpe and Wellesley and return the army to prudent men, officers of sense, men like Sir Henry Simmerson. He turned and watched the shells exploding among the KGL and the Guards. The Battalions were lying flat, and most of the French shots exploded harmlessly or bounced over their heads. Every now and then, though, there was a puff of smoke in the centre of the ranks, and Simmerson could see the Sergeants pulling the mangled dead from the line and closing up the gaps. The skirmish line was forward, lying in the long grass by the stream, a futile gesture in the face of the imminent French attack. Forrest came back. ‘Major?’


      ‘Captain Sharpe tells me they’re from the German Division, sir. Thinks they’re probably the Dutch Battalions.’


      Simmerson laughed. ‘Germans fighting Germans, eh? Let ’em kill each other!’ Forrest did not laugh.


      ‘Captain Sharpe asks that the Light Company go forward, sir. He thinks the Dutchmen will attack this part of the line.’


      Simmerson said nothing. He watched the French, and certainly the Dutch, if that was who they were, were very nearly opposite the South Essex. A second Battalion formed a separate column behind the first, but Simmerson had no intention of letting his Battalion get involved in the death struggle of Wellesley’s army. The King’s German Legion could fight the Dutchmen of the German Division while Simmerson would at least save one Battalion from disaster.


      ‘Sir?’ Forrest prompted him.


      Simmerson waved down the interruption. There was an idea in his head and it was exciting, an idea that stretched into the future and depended on what he did at this moment, and he watched the beauty of it grow in his mind. The army was doomed. That was certain, and in an hour or so Wellesley’s force would be dead or prisoners, but there was no need for the South Essex to be part of that disaster. If he were to march them now, march them away from the Medellin to a position in the rear, then they would not be encircled by the French. More than that, they would be the rallying point for what fugitives managed to escape the fury of the French, and then he could lead them, the only unit to escape unscathed from the destruction of an army, back to Lisbon and England. Such an action would have to be rewarded, and Simmerson imagined himself in the lavish gold lace and cocked hat of a General. He gripped the pommel of his saddle in excitement. It was so obvious! He was not such a fool that he did not realise that the loss of the colour at Valdelacasa was a black mark against him, even though he was satisfied that in his letter he had plausibly and firmly fixed the blame on Sharpe, but if he could salvage even a small part of this army then Valdelacasa would be forgotten and the Horse Guards in Whitehall would be forced to recognise his ability and reward his initiative. His confidence soared. For a time he had been unsettled by the hard men who fought this war, but now they had marched the army into a terrible position and only he, Simmerson, had the vision to see what was needed. He straightened in the saddle.


      ‘Major! Battalion will about turn and form column of march on the left!’ Forrest did not move. The Colonel wheeled his horse. ‘Come on, Forrest, we haven’t much time!’


      Forrest was appalled. If he did as Simmerson ordered, then the South Essex would hinge back like a swinging gate and leave a gap in the British line through which the French could pour their troops. And the French columns had started their advance! Their Voltigeurs were swarming towards the stream, the drums had begun their war rhythm, the shells were falling ever more thickly among the German Legion below them. Simmerson slapped the rump of Forrest’s horse. ‘Hurry, man! It’s our only hope!’


      The orders were given and the South Essex began the clumsy wheeling movement that left the flank of the Medellin an open slope to the enemy. Sharpe’s company was the pivot of the movement, and the ranks shuffled awkwardly and stared behind them, aghast, as the enemy columns began their advance. The skirmish line was already fighting, Sharpe could hear the muskets and rifles, but three hundred yards beyond the stream the Eagles were coming. This attack was not only vaster than the first but this time the French were sending their field artillery with the columns, and Sharpe could see the horses and guns waiting to begin their journey to the stream. And the South Essex were retreating! Sharpe ran clumsily along the swinging line.


      ‘Sir!’


      Simmerson looked down on him. ‘Captain Sharpe?’


      ‘For God’s sake, sir! There’s a column aimed for us…’ He was interrupted by a Dragoon Lieutenant, one of Hill’s staff, who slid his horse to a stop in a spray of earth. Simmerson looked at the newcomer. ‘Lieutenant?’


      ‘General Hill’s compliments, sir, and would you stay in position and deploy skirmishers.’


      Simmerson nodded benignly. ‘My compliments to General Hill, but he will find out I am doing the right thing. Carry on!’


      Sharpe thought of arguing but knew it was hopeless. He ran back to the company. Harper stood behind it, keeping the dressing, and he looked woefully at his Captain.


      ‘What’s happening, sir?’


      ‘We’re going forward, that’s what’s happening.’ Sharpe pushed through the ranks. ‘Light Company! Skirmish order. Follow me!’


      He ran down the hill, his men following. Damn Simmerson! The Voltigeurs from the white-jacketed Battalion were already over the stream and outflanking the King’s Germans, and Sharpe could see too many men lying dead or injured where the Legion was fighting against twice their number. It was a lung-bursting run, hampered by packs, pouches, haversacks and weapons, but the men forced themselves on towards the Dutchmen who had crossed the stream. Shells burst among the Light Company and Harper, driving them from the back, watched two men fall, but there was no time to look after them. He watched Sharpe drag his sword clumsily from the scabbard and realised the Captain planned to charge right into the Voltigeurs and push them back across the stream. Harper took a deep breath. ‘Bayonets! Bayonets!’


      The men with muskets had little chance of fixing their bayonets in time, but the Riflemen had no need to try. The Baker’s bayonet was long and equipped with a handle, and Sharpe’s Riflemen held them like swords; the French saw them coming, turned, and fumbled with their ammunition. A first bullet passed Sharpe, singing in his ear, a second struck the ground and ricocheted up to hit his canteen, and then he was swinging the sword at the nearest man: the rest of the company were stabbing and shouting, and the white-coated Voltigeurs were scrambling back to the far side of the Portina.


      ‘Down! Down! Down!’ Sharpe screamed at his men and pushed two of them to the ground. The skirmish line had been restored but that was a small victory. He ran among his men. ‘Aim low! Kill the bastards!’


      The Dutch skirmishers reformed and started sniping across the stream. Sharpe ignored them and kept running until he found a Captain of the King’s German Legion whose company had suffered because Simmerson refused to send out his Light Company.


      ‘I’m sorry!’


      The Captain waved down Sharpe’s apology. ‘You are velcome! Ve are fighting the German Division, no?’ The Captain laughed. ‘They are good soldier but ve are better. Enjoy yourself!’


      Sharpe went back to his company. The enemy were fifty yards away, across the stream, and Sharpe’s Riflemen were asserting their superiority thanks to the seven spiralling grooves in the barrels of their weapons. The Voltigeurs were edging backwards, and Sharpe’s redcoats of the South Essex crept nearer to the stream to improve their aim; he watched them proudly, helping each other, pointing out targets, firing coolly and remembering the lessons he had pounded into them during the advance to Talavera. Ensign Denny was standing up, shouting shrill encouragement, and Sharpe pushed him to the ground. ‘Don’t make yourself a target, Mr Denny, they like to kill promising young officers!’


      Denny beamed from ear to ear at the compliment. ‘What about you, sir? Why don’t you get down?’


      ‘I will. Remember to keep moving!’


      Harper was kneeling by Hagman, loading for him, and picking out ripe targets for the old poacher. Sharpe gave them his own rifle and left them to pick off the enemy officers. Knowles was sensibly watching the open end of the line, directing the fire of half a dozen men to stop the whitecoats outflanking the South Essex, and Sharpe was not needed there. He grinned. The company was doing well, it was fighting like a veteran unit, and already there were a dozen bodies on the far side of the stream. There were two, dressed in red, on their own side but the South Essex, perhaps due to the ferocity of their charge, held the initiative, and the Dutchmen did not want to risk coming too close to the British skirmish line.


      But beyond the Voltigeurs, coming steadily, was the first column, the right-hand column of a series that filled the plain between the Cascajal and the town. The attack was only minutes away and when it came, Sharpe knew, the skirmish line would be thrown back. The whole horizon was hidden by the clouds of dust thrown up by the thousands of French infantry, their drumming and cheering rivalled the sound of the guns and exploding shells, and in the background was the sinister noise of the jangling chains which were part of the artillery harness. Sharpe had never seen an attack on this scale; the columns covered half a mile in the width of their attack, and behind them, hardly seen in the dust and smoke, was a second line, equally strong, that the French would throw in if the British checked the first Battalions. Sharpe looked behind. Simmerson had swung the Battalion and it was marching away from the great gap he had created in the line; Sharpe could see a horseman riding recklessly towards the single colour and he guessed that Hill or even Wellesley was dealing furiously with Simmerson, but for the moment the gap existed and the white-coated Dutchmen were marching straight for it.


      He joined Harper. There were only seconds before the column would force them back, and he stared at its slow advance and at the Eagle which flashed tantalisingly from its centre. Beside it rode a horseman with a fringed and cockaded hat, and Sharpe tapped Hagman on the shoulder.


      ‘Sir?’ The Cheshire man gave a toothless grin. Sharpe shouted over the drumbeats and the crackle of musketry. ‘See the man with the fancy hat?’


      Hagman looked. ‘Two hundred yards?’ He took his own rifle and aimed carefully, ignoring the buzzing of the enemy bullets around them, let his breath out halfway and squeezed the trigger. The rifle slammed back into his shoulder, there was a billow of smoke, but Sharpe leapt to one side and saw the enemy Colonel fall into the mass of the column. He slapped Hagman on the back. ‘Well done!’ He walked to the other Riflemen. ‘Aim at the artillery! The guns!’ He was frightened of the horse artillery that the French were bringing with the columns; if the gunners were allowed to get close enough and load with canister or grape shot, they would blast great holes in the British line and give to the French columns the fire power that was normally denied to them by their packed formation. He watched his Riflemen as they aimed at the horses and at the gunners riding on the French four-pounders; if anything could stop the artillery it would be the long-range accuracy of the Baker rifle, but there was so little time before the column would force them back and the skirmish would become an affair of running and firing, running and firing, and all the time getting closer and closer to the huge space that Simmerson had created in the British defence.


      He ran back to Harper, at the centre of the line, and retrieved his rifle. As the column was drummed closer the enemy Voltigeurs were plucking up courage and making short dashes towards the stream in an attempt to force the British skirmish line back. Sharpe could see half a dozen of his men lying dead or badly wounded, one of them in a green jacket, and he pointed at the man and raised his eyebrows to Harper.


      ‘Pendleton, sir. Dead.’


      Poor Pendleton, only seventeen, and so many pockets left to pick. The Voltigeurs were firing faster, not bothering to aim, just concentrating on saturating their enemy with musket fire, and Sharpe saw another man go down; Jedediah Horrell, whose new boots had given him blisters. It was time to retreat and Sharpe blew his whistle twice and watched as his men squeezed off a last shot before running a few paces back, kneeling, and loading again. He rammed a bullet into his rifle and slid the steel ramrod back into the slit stock. He looked for a target and found him in a man wearing the single stripe of a French Sergeant who was counting off Voltigeurs for the rush that would take them over the stream. Sharpe put the rifle to his shoulder, felt the satisfying click as the flat, ring-neck cock rode back on the mainspring, and pulled the trigger. The Sergeant spun round, hit in the shoulder, and turned to see who had fired. Harper grabbed Sharpe’s arm.


      ‘That was a terrible shot. Now let’s get the hell out of here! They’ll want revenge for that!’


      Sharpe grinned and sprinted back with the Sergeant towards the new skirmish line that was seventy paces behind the stream. The air was full of the ‘boom-boom, boom-boom, boomaboom, boomaboom, boom-boom, Vive L’Empereur’ and the columns were splashing through the stream, the whole plain smothered in French infantry marching beneath countless Eagles towards the thin defensive line that was still being shelled by the guns on the Cascajal. The British guns had a target they could not miss, and Sharpe watched as, time and time again, the solid shot lanced into the columns, crushing men by the dozen, but there were too many men and the files closed, the ranks stepped over the dead, and the columns came on. There was a cheer from the British skirmishers when a spherical case shot, Britain’s secret weapon developed by Colonel Shrapnel, successfully detonated right over one of the columns, and the musket balls, packed in the spherical case, splattered down onto the French and shredded half the ranks, but there were not enough guns to check the attack, and the French took the punishment and kept coming.


      Then, for ten minutes, there was no time to watch anything but the Voltigeurs to the front, to do anything but run and fire, run and fire, to try and keep the French skirmishers pinned back against their column. The enemy seemed more numerous, the drumming louder, and the smoke from the muskets and rifles silted the air with an opaque curtain that surrounded Sharpe’s company and the white-coated Voltigeurs with their strange, guttural cries. Sharpe was taking the Light Company back towards the spot where the South Essex should have been, widening the gap between his company and the German skirmishers. His company was down to less than sixty men and, at the moment, they were the only troops between the column and the empty plain at the rear of the British line. He had no chance of stopping the column, but as long as he could slow down the advance then there was a hope that the gap might be filled and the sacrifice of his men justified. Sharpe fought with the rifle until it was so fouled he could hardly push the ramrod into the barrel; the Riflemen had long stopped using the greased patch that surrounded the bullet and gripped the rifling instead; like Sharpe, they were ramming charge and naked ball into their guns as fast as they could to discourage the enemy. Some men were running back, urinating into their guns, and rejoining the battle. It was crude but the fastest method of cleaning the caked powder out of a fouled barrel on the battlefield.


      Then, at last, the blessed sound of raking volleys, of the platoon fire, as the troops of the Legion and the Guards tore apart the heads of the French columns and shattered them, drove the ranks back, destroyed the leading troops, hammering the volleys into the out-gunned columns. Sharpe could see nothing. The Dutch Battalion had marched into the gap onto the flank of the 7th Battalion of the King’s German Legion and stopped. The Germans were fighting on two fronts, ahead of them, and to the side where the South Essex should have been, and Sharpe could give them little help. The Voltigeurs had disappeared, back into the column to swell its numbers, and Sharpe and his company, black-faced and exhausted, were left in the centre of the gap watching the rear of the enemy column as it tried to roll up the flank of the Germans.


      ‘Why don’t they march on?’ Lieutenant Knowles was beside him, bleeding from the scalp, and with the face, suddenly, of a veteran.


      ‘Because the other columns are being defeated. They don’t want to be left on their own.’ He accepted a drink from Knowles’ canteen; his own was shattered, and the water was wonderfully cool in his parched throat. He wished he could see what was happening but the sound, as ever, told its own story. The drumming from the twelve French columns faltered and stopped; the cheers of the British rose into the air; the volleys paused while bayonets scraped from scabbards and clicked onto muskets. The cheers became vengeful screams, and from the top of the Medellin the General Officers watched as the first line of the French attack disintegrated and the line of Germans and Guardsmen chased them backwards, pursuing the shattered columns at bayonet point across the stream, past the horse artillery which had simply been abandoned by the enemy without firing a shot.


      ‘Oh God,’ Sharpe groaned in disbelief.


      ‘What?’ Knowles looked towards the stream, behind the backs of the Dutch Battalion who were marooned in the middle of the field, to where the victorious Germans were in trouble. The first French columns had fled, broken and defeated, but at the stream was a second line of columns, as large as the first, and the shattered Frenchmen found shelter behind the waiting guns of their reserve. The German and British troops, their blood roused, bayonets wet but muskets unloaded, ran straight into the fire of the reserve French troops, and it was the turn of the British to be shattered by musket volleys. They turned and fled, in total disorder, and behind them the second line of columns, reinforced with the survivors of the first, struck up the drumbeats and started to march into a plain where Simmerson’s gap had been widened to half a mile and where the only British troops were running in disorder.


      Sir Henry, safe with the South Essex at the back of the Medellin, saw the second French advance and breathed a sigh of relief. For a moment he had been terrified. He had watched the French columns creep over the plain, the dust rising behind them, the Voltigeurs pushing ahead of them. He had seen the sun flash silver off thousands of bayonets and burn gold off thousands of badges as the trumpets and drums drove the Eagles of twelve columns right up to the stretched British line. And stop. The musketry had gone up and down the British line like a running flame, its thunder drowning all other sounds, and from his vantage point on the hillside Simmerson watched as the columns shook like standing corn struck by a sudden wind as the volleys smashed into them. Then the columns had crumbled, broken, and run, and he could hardly believe that such a thin line could throw back such an attack. He watched, dumbfounded, as the British cheered, as the Union flags went forward, as the bayonets reached for the blue enemy and came back red. He had expected defeat, and in its place saw victory; he had expected the French to carve their way through the British line as though it did not exist, and instead the British were driving twice their number in bloody chaos before them, and with them went his dreams and hopes.


      Except the British went too far. The new French columns opened their fire, the Germans and the Guards were split apart and broken, and a new French attack, even bigger than the first, was driving its way forward from the stream. The cheers of the British had gone, the drums were back, and the Union flags were falling back in chaos before the triumphant Eagles. He had been right after all. He turned to point out his perspicacity to Christian Gibbons but instead of his nephew he found himself looking into the eyes of a strange Lieutenant Colonel; or not so strange? He had an idea that he had seen the man before but could not place him. He was about to ask the man what he wanted, but the strange, elegant Lieutenant Colonel spoke first.


      ‘You are relieved, Sir Henry. The Battalion is mine.’


      ‘What…’ The man did not wait to argue. He turned to a smiling Forrest and rapped out a stream of orders. The Battalion was halting, turning, heading back for the battle. Simmerson rode up behind the man and shouted a protest, but the Lieutenant Colonel wheeled on him with a drawn sword and bared teeth, and Sir Henry decided that this was no place for an argument and reined in his horse instead. The new man then looked at Gibbons.


      ‘Who are you, Lieutenant?’


      ‘Gibbons, sir.’


      ‘Ah yes. I remember. Of the Light Company?’


      ‘Yes, sir.’ Gibbons flashed a frantic look at his uncle, but Simmerson was staring at the advancing French. The new Colonel hit Gibbons’ horse with the flat of his sword.


      ‘Then join the Light Company, Mr. Gibbons! Hurry! They need help, even yours!’


      The French advanced across a plain that was dotted with bodies, hung about by smoke, but tantalisingly empty of troops. Sir Henry sat his horse and watched the South Essex march towards the battle, saw another Battalion, the 48th, hurrying into the path of the enemy, and from the far side of the gaping hole other British Battalions marched desperately to make a thin screen in front of the massing Eagles. Staff officers kicked up dust as they galloped down the slope; the long six-pounders reared back on their trails as they pounded the enemy; British cavalry hovered menacingly to stop the enemy’s horsemen trying to exploit the shattered British Battalions. The battle was still not lost. Sir Henry looked round the hilltop and felt terribly alone.

    

  


  
    
      CHAPTER 24


    


    
      Sharpe’s view of the battle was blocked by the Battalion of Dutch troops and by the smoke which drifted like strange fog patches in the burning Spanish heat. With the retreat of the first line of French columns the Dutchmen had become a target for the British guns and, sensibly enough, the white-coated troops had deployed from column into line. They now stood like a dirty white wall at right angles to the stream and faced the fleeing remnants of the King’s German Legion who ran across their front. Sharpe could see the Dutchmen ramming and firing their muskets at the broken Battalions, but they made no move to advance and finish off the survivors, and Sharpe guessed that, with their Colonel shot by Hagman, the Battalion was uncertain what to do and was waiting for the second French attack to catch up with them.


      ‘Sir! Sir!’ Ensign Denny tugged Sharpe’s jacket and pointed. Through the hanging smoke from the Medellin guns Sharpe saw a British Battalion marching down the hill. ‘It’s ours, sir! Ours!’ Denny was excited, jumping up and down as the single standard cleaved the smoke and came into full sight on the hillside. They were still a quarter of a mile away, and behind them, dimly glimpsed through the smoke, Sharpe could see another Battalion marching for the gap to put itself in front of this second, larger French attack. He could hear the drums again, as persistent as ever, and he sensed that the crisis of the battle was coming and, as if in confirmation, the French guns started again and from their searing hot barrels threw shell after shell into the British Battalions that were racing to form a new line to meet the next attack. Victory was so close for the French, they had only to break through the scratch defence that was scrappily forming, and the day was theirs.


      Sharpe’s men were forgotten. They were a small band in the bottom of a shallow valley on the edge of a great fight. Battalions had been broken on both sides, there were hundreds of dead, the brook was running with blood and now, in the smoke and noise, thousands of Frenchmen marched at the splintered British line. At any moment the attack would strike stunningly home and the British reserves would crumble or hold, and Sharpe stood, sword in hand, uncertain what to do. Harper tapped his arm and pointed to a horseman who was coming slowly towards them from the Medellin. ‘Lieutenant Gibbons, sir!’


      Sharpe turned back to the fight. Presumably Gibbons was coming with orders from Simmerson, but Sharpe had no confidence in the Colonel and was not particularly interested in whatever message Gibbons was bringing. The South Essex was still some moments away from opening fire on the white-coated Battalion in front, and when they did Sharpe knew the Dutchmen would turn on their attackers and he had no trust in Simmerson’s ability to fight the Battalion. It was best to ignore the South Essex.


      The Dutchmen were covered in smoke. As the fighting grew to a new intensity the powder smoke thickened into a dirty-white cloud that hid everything, and the far sounds of cavalry trumpets took on a sinister threat. Sharpe relaxed. There were no decisions to make, the battle was being decided by thousands of men beyond the Dutch musket smoke, and the South Essex Light Company had done its duty. He turned to Harper and smiled.


      ‘Can you see what I see?’


      Harper grinned, his white teeth brilliant against his powder-blackened face. ‘It’s very tempting, sir. I was thinking of it myself.’


      Two hundred yards away, in the centre of the Dutch line, was an Eagle. It flashed gold in the light, its out-strectched wings shadowing the pole on which it was mounted. Harper stared at the backs of the Dutch infantry, who fired at an unseen target in the smoke beyond. ‘It would make a great story, so it would.’


      Sharpe plucked a blade of grass and chewed it, then spat it out. ‘I can’t order you to come.’


      The Sergeant smiled again, a big, happy smile on a craggy face. ‘I’ve nothing better to do. It will take more than the two of us.’


      Sharpe nodded and grinned. ‘Perhaps Lieutenant Gibbons might lend a hand?’


      Harper turned and stared at Gibbons, who now hovered fifty yards behind the company. ‘What does he want?’


      ‘God knows. Forget him.’ Sharpe walked in front of his men and looked at them. They squatted on the grass, their faces filthy, their eyes red and sunken from the powder smoke and the strain of battle. They had done more than well. They looked at him expectantly.


      ‘You’ve done well. You were good and I’m proud of you.’ They grinned, embarrassed at the praise, pleased by it. ‘I’m not asking a thing more of you. The Battalion’s on its way here, and in a minute Mr Denny will take you back and form you up on the left as usual.’ They were puzzled, their grins gone. ‘Sergeant Harper and I are not coming. We think it’s bad that our Battalion only has one colour, so we’re going to fetch another one. That one.’ He pointed at the Eagle and saw the men look past him. One or two grinned; most looked appalled. ‘We’re going now. Any-one who wants to come is a fool but they’ll be welcome. The rest of you, all of you if you like, will go back with Mr Denny, and the Sergeant and I will join you when we can.’


      Denny protested. ‘I want to come, sir!’


      Sharpe shook his head. ‘Whoever else comes, Mr Denny, you are not. I’d like you to have a seventeenth birthday.’


      The men grinned, Denny blushed, and Sharpe turned away from them. He heard Harper unsheath his bayonet and then came the sound of other blades clicking into place. He began to walk towards the enemy, sword held low, and heard the steps behind him. Harper was beside him, and they walked on towards the unsuspecting Battalion.


      ‘They’ve all come, sir. All.’


      Sharpe looked at him. ‘All?’ He turned. ‘Mr Denny? Go back to the Battalion! That is an order!’


      ‘But, sir…’


      ‘No, Mr Denny. Back!’


      He watched as the boy turned and took a few steps. Gibbons was still sitting on his horse and watching them, and Sharpe wondered again what the Lieutenant was doing, but it was immaterial; the Eagle was all. He turned back and went on, praying that the enemy would not notice them, praving to whatever was beyond the blue sky skeined in smoke that they would be successful. He had set his heart on an Eagle.


      The enemy still faced away from them, still fired into the smoke, and the noise of battle became louder. At last Sharpe could hear the regular platoon volleys and knew that the second French attack had met the new British lin and the dreadful monotony of the British volleys once again wrestled with the hypnotic drumming. The six-pound roundshot of the British thundered overhead and cut vicious paths in the unseen French columns, but the drumming increased, the shouts of ‘Vive L’Empereur’ were unabated, and suddenly they were within a hundred yards of the Eagle and Sharpe twisted the sword in his hand and hurried the pace. Surely the enemy would see them!


      A drummer boy, rattling his sticks at the rear of the enemy line, turned to be sick and saw the small group coming silently through the smoke. He shouted a warning, but no-one heard; he shouted again and Sharpe saw an officer turn. There was movement in the ranks, men were swivelling to face them, but they had ramrods half down their barrels and were still loading. Sharpe raised his sword. ‘On! On!’


      He began to run, oblivious of everything except the Eagle and the frightened faces of the enemy who were desperately hurrying to load their muskets. Around the standard-bearer Sharpe could see Grenadiers wearing the tall bearskins, some of them armed with axes, the protectors of French honour. A musket banged and a ramrod cart-wheeled over his head; Harper was beside him, the sword bayonet in his hand, and the two men screamed their challenge as the drummer boys fled to either side and the two huge Riflemen ploughed into the centre of the enemy line. Muskets exploded with a terrible crash, Sharpe had an impression of men in green uniforms being thrown backwards, and then he could see nothing except a tall Grenadier who was lunging in short and professional jabs with a bayonet. Sharpe twisted to one side, let the blade slide past him, grabbed the muzzle of the musket with his left hand and pulled the Grenadier onto his levelled sword blade. Someone cut at him from the left, a swinging down-stroke with a clubbed musket, and he turned so that it thudded viciously into his pack to throw him forward onto the body of the Grenadier whose hands were clutching the blade embedded in his stomach. A gun deafened him, one of his own rifles, and suddenly he was clear and dragging the blade from the heavy corpse and screaming murder at the men who guarded the Eagle. Harper had cut his way, like Sharpe, through the first rank, but his sword-bayonet was too short and the Irishman was being driven back by two men with bayonets, and Sharpe crushed them to one side with his sword, slicing a vast splinter from the nearest musket, and Harper leapt into the gap, cutting left and right, as Sharpe struggled alongside.


      More muskets, more screams; the white-jackets were clawing at them, surrounding them, reloading to blast the tiny band with musket fire that would crush them unmercifully. The Eagle was retreating, away from them, but there was nowhere for the standard-bearer to go except towards the musket fire of an unseen British Battalion that was somewhere in the smoke that poured from the crash of column onto line. An axeman came at Sharpe; he was a huge man, as big as Harper, and he smiled as he hefted the huge blade and then swung it powerfully down in a blow that would have severed the head of an ox. Sharpe wrenched himself out of the way, felt the wind of the blade, and saw the axe thud into the blood-wet ground. He stabbed the sword down into the man’s neck, knew he had killed him, and watched as Harper plucked the axe from the earth and threw away his bayonet. The Irishman was screaming in the language of his ancestors, his wild blood surging, the axe searing in a circle so wildly that even Sharpe had to duck out of the way as Patrick Harper went on; lips wrenched back in the blackened face, his shako gone, his long hair matted with powder, the great silver blade singing in his hands and the old language carving a path through the enemy.


      The standard-bearer jumped out of the ranks to carry the precious Eagle down the Battalion to safety, but there was a crack, the man fell, and Sharpe heard Hagman’s customary ‘got him’. Then there was a new sound, more volleys, and the Dutch Battalion shook like a wounded animal as the South Essex arrived on their flank and began to pour in their volleys. Sharpe was faced by a crazed officer who swung at him with a sword, missed, and screamed in panic as Sharpe lunged with the point. A man in white ran out of the ranks to pick up the fallen Eagle but Sharpe was through the line as well and he kicked the man in the ribs, bent, and plucked the staff from the ground. There was a formless scream from the enemy, men lunged at him with bayonets and he felt a blow on the thigh, but Harper was there with the axe and so was Denny with his ridiculously slim sword.


      Denny! Sharpe pushed the boy down, swung the sword to protect him, but a bayonet was in the Ensign’s chest and even as Sharpe smashed the sword down on the man’s head he felt Denny shudder and collapse. Sharpe screamed, swung the gilded copper Eagle at the enemy, watched the gold scar the air and force them back, screamed again, and jumped the bodies with his bloodied sword reaching for more. The Dutchmen fell back, appalled; the Eagle was coming at them and they retreated in the face of the two huge Riflemen who snarled at them, swung at them, who bled from a dozen cuts yet still came on. They were unkillable! And now there were volleys coming from the right, from the front, and the Dutchmen, who had fought so well for their French masters, had had enough. They ran, as the other French Battalions were running, and in the smoke of the Portina valley the scratch Battalions like the 48th, and the men of the Legion and the Guards who had reformed and come forward to fight again, marched forward on ground made slippery with blood and thrust with their bayonets and forced the massive French columns backwards. The enemy went, away from the dripping steel, backwards, in a scene that was like the most lurid imaginings of hell. Sharpe had never seen so many bodies, so much blood spilt on a field; even at Assaye which he had thought unrivalled in horror there had not been this much blood.


      From the Medellin, through the smoke, Sir Henry watched the whole French army go backwards, blasted once more by British muskets, shattered and bleeding, a quarter of their number gone; defeated, broken by the line, by the musket that could be fired five times a minute on a good day, and by men who were not frightened by drums. And in his head Sir Henry composed a letter that would explain how his withdrawing the South Essex from the line was the key move that brought victory. Had not he always said that the British would win?

    

  


  
    
      CHAPTER 25


    


    
      It was still not over, but very nearly so. As the British troops in the centre of the field sank in exhausted lines by the edge of the discoloured Portina stream, they heard flurries of firing and the shrill tones of cavalry trumpets from the ground north of the Medellin. But nothing much happened; the 23rd Light Dragoons made a suicidal charge, the British six-pounders ground twelve French Battalion squares into horror, and then the French gave up. Silence fell on the field. The French were done, defeated, and the British had the victory and the field.


      And with it the dead and wounded. There were more than thirteen thousand casualties but no-one knew that yet. They did not know that the French would not attack again, that King Joseph Bonaparte and the two French Marshals would ride away eastward through the night, so the exhausted and blackened victors stayed in the field. The wounded cried for water, for their mothers, for a bullet, for anything other than the pain and helplessness in the heat. And the horror was not done with them. The sun had burned relentlessly for days, the grass on the Medellin and in the valley was tinder dry, and from somewhere a flame began that rippled and spread and flared through the grass and burned wounded and dead alike. The smell of roasting flesh spread and hung like the lingering palls of smoke. The victors tried to move the wounded but it was too much, too soon, and the flames spread and the rescuers cursed and dropped beside the fouled Portina stream and slaked their thirst in its bloodied water.


      Vultures circled the northern hills. The sun dropped red and slanted shadows on the burning field, on the men who struggled to escape the flames, and on the blackened troops who stirred themselves to loot the dead and move the wounded. Sharpe and Harper wandered their own course, two men in the curtains of smoke and burning grass, both bleeding but with their faces creased in private mirth. Sharpe held the Eagle. It was not much to look at: a light blue pole eight feet long and on its top the gilded bird with wings outspread and in its left raised claw a thunder-bolt it was about to launch at the enemies of France. There was no flag attached; like so many other French Battalions the previous owners had left their colour at the depot and just carried Napoleon’s gift to the war. It was less then two hands’ breadth across, and the same in height, but it was an Eagle and it was theirs.


      The Light Company had watched them go. Only Sharpe, Harper and Denny had gone through the ranks of the enemy Battalion, and when the French attack crumbled the rest of the Light Company had been pushed to one side by the panicked rush of the survivors fleeing from the clockwork volleys. Lieutenant Knowles, a bullet in his shoulder, watched as the men went on firing at the retreating French and then led them back to meet the Battalion. He knew Sharpe and Harper were somewhere in the smoke and they would turn up, with or without the Eagle.


      Lieutenant Colonel the Honourable William Lawford sat his horse and stared at the bodies on the field. He had led the South Essex down the slope and watched as they fired their muskets, slowly but calmly, into the white-jacketed enemy. He had seen the fight for the Eagle, but the spreading smoke of the Battalion’s volleys had blotted out the scene and the survivors of the Light Company told him little more. A Lieutenant brought in forty-three bleeding and stained men, grinning like monkeys, who talked of the Eagle but where was it? He wanted to see Sharpe, wanted to see his friend’s face when he discovered that his companion of the Seringapatam jail was now his Colonel, but the field was shrouded in flames and smoke, so he gave up looking and started the Battalion on the grisly task of stripping the dead and piling the naked bodies like cordwood for the fire. There were too many to bury.


      Sir Henry Simmerson was done. Wellesley had sworn, briefly and fluently, and sent Lawford to take over the Battalion. Lawford hoped to keep it, it was time he commanded a Battalion, and there was much to be done with it. Major Forrest rode up to him and saluted.


      ‘Major?’


      ‘Except for the Light Company, sir, we’ve lost very few.’


      ‘How many?’ Lawford watched as Forrest fetched a piece of paper from his pouch.


      ‘A dozen dead, sir, perhaps twice as many wounded.’


      Lawford nodded. ‘We got off lightly, Major. And the Light Company?’


      ‘Lieutenant Knowles brought in forty-three, sir, and most of them are wounded. Sergeant Read stayed with the baggage with two others, that’s forty-six. There were five men too sick to fight who are in the town.’ Forrest paused. ‘That’s fifty-one, sir, out of a complement of eighty-nine.’


      Lawford said nothing. He leaned forward on his saddle and peered into the shifting smoke. Forrest cleared his throat nervously. ‘You don’t think, sir…’ He tailed the question away.


      ‘No, Major, I don’t.’ Lawford sat upright and turned his charm onto the Major. ‘I’ve known Richard Sharpe since I was a Lieutenant and he was a Sergeant. He should have died a dozen times, Major, at least a dozen, but he crawls through somehow.’ Lawford grinned. ‘Don’t worry about Sharpe, Major. It’s much better to let him worry about you. Who else is missing?’


      ‘There’s Sergeant Harper, sir…


      ‘Ah!’ Lawford interrupted. ‘The legendary Irishman.’


      ‘And Lieutenant Gibbons, sir.’


      ‘Lieutenant Gibbons?’ Lawford remembered the meeting in Wellesley’s headquarters at Plasencia and the petulant expression on the blond Lieutenant’s face. ‘I wonder how he’ll get on without his uncle?’ The Lieutenant Colonel smiled briefly; Gibbons was his least concern. There was still so much to do, so many men to be rescued before the townspeople spread into the carnage to loot the bodies. ‘Thank you, Major. We’ll just have to wait for Captain Sharpe. In the meantime would you arrange a party to get water for the men? And let’s hope these French dead have got food in their packs, otherwise we’re in for a lean night.’


      The French did carry food, and gold, and Sharpe, as he always did, split his finds with Harper. The Sergeant was carrying the Eagle, and he peered at the bird thoughtfully.


      ‘Is it worth money, sir?’


      ‘I don’t know.’ Out of habit Sharpe was reloading his rifle, and he grunted as he forced the ramrod into the fouled barrel.


      ‘But they’ll reward us, sir, surely?’


      Sharpe grinned at the Sergeant. ‘I’d think so. The Patriotic fund ought to be good for a hundred guineas, who knows?’ He slid the ramrod back into place. ‘Perhaps they’ll just say “thank you”.’ He bowed ironically to the Irishman. ‘Thank you, Sergeant Harper.’


      Harper bowed clumsily back. ‘It was a pleasure, Captain Sharpe.’ He paused. ‘The bastards had better pay something. I can’t wait to see Simmerson’s face when you give him this.’


      Sharpe laughed, he was looking forward to that moment. He took the Eagle from Harper. ‘Come on. We’d better find them.’


      Harper touched Sharpe’s shoulder and froze, staring into the smoke above the stream. Sharpe could see nothing. ‘What is it?’


      ‘Don’t you see it, sir?’ Harper’s voice was hushed, excited. ‘There! Damn! It’s gone.’


      ‘What, for God’s sake, what?’


      Harper turned to him. ‘Would you wait, sir? Two minutes?’


      Sharpe grinned. ‘A bird?’


      ‘Aye. The magpie with the blue tail. It went over the stream and it can’t be far.’ Harper’s face was lit up, the battle suddenly forgotten, the capture of the Eagle a small thing against the spotting of the rare bird he had yearned so long to see.


      Sharpe laughed. ‘Go on. I’ll wait here.’


      The Sergeant went silently towards the stream, leaving Sharpe in the drifting smoke among the bodies. Once a horse trotted past, intent on its own business, its flank a sheet of blood, and far off, behind the flames, Sharpe could hear bugles calling the living into ranks. He stared at the Eagle, at the thunderbolt gripped in the claw, the wreath round the bird’s neck, and felt a fresh surge of elation at its capture. They could not send him to the West Indies now! Simmerson could do his worst, but the man who brought back the first captured French Eagle was safe from Sir Henry. He smiled, held the bird up so its wings caught the light, and heard the hoof beats behind him.


      His rifle was on the ground and he had to leave it as he rolled desperately to avoid Gibbons’ charge. The Lieutenant, curved sabre drawn, was wild-eyed and leaning from the saddle; the blade hissed over Sharpe’s head, he fell, kept rolling, and knelt up to see Gibbons reining in the horse, turning it with one hand, and urging it forward. The Lieutenant was giving Sharpe no time, even to draw his sword; instead he pointed the sabre like a lance and spurred forward so that the blade would spear into Sharpe’s stomach. Sharpe dropped and the horse went thundering beside him, turned on its back legs, and Gibbons was high over him with the sabre stabbing downwards. Neither man spoke. The horse whinnied, reared and lashed with its feet, and Sharpe twisted away as the sabre jabbed down.


      Sharpe swung with the Eagle, aiming for the horse’s head, but Gibbons was too good a horseman and he smiled as he easily avoided the wild blow. The Lieutenant hefted the sabre in his hand. ‘Give me the Eagle, Sharpe.’


      Sharpe looked round. The loaded rifle was five yards away and he ran towards it, knowing it was too far, hearing the hooves behind him, and then the sabre cut into his pack and threw him flat on the ground. He fell on the Eagle, twisted to his right, and the horse was pirouetting above him, the hooves like hammers above his face, and the sabre blade was a curve of light behind the glinting horseshoes. He rolled again, felt a numbing blow as one of the hooves struck his shoulder, but he kept rolling away from Gibbons’ sabre. It was hopeless. The grass smelt in his nostrils, the air was full of the flying hooves, the horse staying above him, treading beside him; he waited for the blade to spike into him and pin him to the dry ground. He was angry with himself, for being caught, for forgetting about Gibbons, and he wondered how long the Lieutenant had stalked him through the smoke.


      He could hardly move his right arm, the whole of it seemed paralysed by the blow from the hoof, but he lunged up with the Eagle as if it was a quarterstaff, trying to force the hooves away from his body. Damn that magpie! Couldn’t Harper hear the fight? Then the sabre was over his stomach and Gibbons’ smiling face was above him, and the Lieutenant paused. ‘She felt good, Sharpe. And I’ll take that Eagle as well.’


      Gibbons seemed to laugh at him, the Lieutenant’s mouth stretching and stretching, and still he did not stab downwards. His eyes widened and Sharpe began to move, away from the sabre, climbing to his feet, and he saw the blood coming from Gibbons’ throat and falling, slowly and thickly, on the sabre. Sharpe was still moving, the Eagle swinging, and the wing of the French trophy smashed into Gibbons’ mouth, breaking the teeth, forcing back the head, but the Lieutenant was dead. The Eagle had forced him back, but the body toppled towards Sharpe and in its back, through the ribs, was a bayonet on a French musket. Sergeant Harper stood on the far side of the horse and grinned at Sharpe.


      Gibbons’ body slumped beside the horse and Sharpe stared at it, at the bayonet and strange French musket that had been driven clean into the lungs and was stuck there, swaying above the body. He looked at Harper.


      ‘Thank you.’


      ‘My pleasure.’ The Sergeant was grinning broadly, as if he had been pleased to see Sharpe scrambling for his life. ‘It was worth being in this army just to do that.’


      Sharpe leaned on the Eagle’s staff, catching his breath, appalled at the closeness of death. He shook his head at Harper. ‘The bastard nearly got me!’ He sounded astonished, as if it had been unthinkable for Gibbons to prove the better fighter.


      ‘He would have had to finish me off first, sir.’ It was said lightly enough, but Sharpe knew the Sergeant had spoken the truth, and he smiled in acknowledgement and then went to pick up his rifle. He turned again. ‘Patrick?’


      ‘Sir?’


      ‘Thank you.’


      Harper brushed it off. ‘Just make sure they give us more than a hundred guineas. It’s not every day we capture a bloody Eagle.’


      Gibbons was not carrying much: a handful of guineas, a watch broken by his fall, and the expensive sabre that they would be forced to leave behind. Sharpe joined Harper and, kneeling by the crumpled body, he thrust his hand into Gibbons’ collar and found what he had half expected: a gold chain. Most soldiers carried something valuable round their necks and Sharpe knew that, should he die, some enemy would find the bag of coins round his own neck. Harper glanced up. ‘I missed that.’


      It was a locket and inside, a girl’s picture. She was blonde, like Gibbons, but her lips were full where his were thin. Her eyes, despite the smallness of the miniature, seemed to look out of the gold case with amusement and life. Harper leaned over. ‘What does it say, sir?’


      Sharpe read the words inscribed inside the open lid.


      ‘God keep you. Love, Jane.’


      Harper whistled very softly. ‘She’s a pretty one, sir. Must be his sister.’


      Sharpe took the locket and pushed it into his cartridge pouch and then glanced once more at the dead man with the blood glistening on his thin face. Did she know what kind of man her brother was?


      ‘Come on, Sergeant.’


      They walked over the grass, stamping through the flames, until they saw the solitary yellow colour of the South Essex. Lieutenant Knowles saw them first, shouted, and suddenly the Light Company were round them, slapping their backs, speaking words they could not hear and pushing them towards the group of horsemen by the colour. Sharpe looked past a beaming Forrest to see Lawford. ‘Sir?’


      Lawford laughed at Sharpe’s surprise. ‘I understand you have the honour to command my Light Company?’


      ‘Yours?’


      Lawford raised his eyebrows. He was exquisite with silver lace. ‘Do you disapprove, Captain Sharpe?’


      Sharpe grinned and shook his head. ‘Sir Henry?’


      Lawford shrugged his elegant shoulders. ‘Shall we just say that Sir Henry suddenly felt a burning desire to return to the good Burghers of Paglesham.’


      Sharpe wanted to laugh. He had kept the promise to Lennox, but he knew the real reason he had hacked his way to the French Eagle was to save his own career, and had it all been unnecessary? Denny’s death, the killing of so many others, just so he would not go to the West Indies? The trophy was low at his side, hidden in the press of men, but he dragged it clear so that the gilded statuette suddenly flashed in the light. He handed it up to Lawford. ‘The Battalion’s missing colour, sir. It was the best Sergeant Harper and I could do.’


      Lawford stared at the two men, at the tiredness beneath the powder stains, at the lines on their faces grooved with blood from scalp wounds, and at the black patches where bayonets had sprung blood into their green jackets. He took the Eagle, disbelieving, knowing it was the one thing that would restore the Battalion’s pride, and hoisted it high into the air. The South Essex, so long scorned by the army, saw it and cheered, slapped each other’s backs, hoisted their muskets triumphantly into the air, and cheered until other Battalions stopped to see what the noise was about.


      Above them, on the Medellin, General Hill heard the excitement and trained a telescope onto the Battalion that had so nearly lost the battle. He caught the Eagle in the lens and his mouth dropped open. ‘I’ll be damned! Bless my soul! The strangest thing. The South Essex have captured an Eagle!’


      There was a dry laugh beside him, and Hill turned to see Sir Arthur Wellesley. ‘Sir?’


      ‘I’ll be damned too, Hill. That’s only the third time I’ve ever heard you swear.’ He took the glass from Hill and looked down the slope. ‘God damn it! You’re right! Let’s go and see this strange bird.’

    

  


  
    
      EPILOGUE


    



    
      The wine was dark red in the crystal glasses, the deep polished table shone from a score of candles in their silver holders, the paintings whose ancient varnish reflected the circle of light showed grave and eminent ancestors of the Spanish family in whose Talavera mansion Sir Arthur Wellesley was host to a dinner party. Even the food was fairly equal to the occasion. In the week since the battle the supply situation had worsened, the Spanish promises unfulfilled, and the troops were on meagre half-rations. Wellesley, as befitted a General, had done better than most, and Sharpe had sipped a slightly watered down chicken soup, enjoyed jugged hare, eaten amply of Wellesley’s favourite mutton, and listened to his fellow guests grumble about the diet as they drank unending bottles of wine. ‘Daddy’ Hill was there, rubicund and happy, continually smiling at Sharpe, shaking his head and saying, ‘Bless me, Sharpe, an Eagle.’ Robert Crauford sat opposite Sharpe; Black Bob, whom Sharpe had not seen since the retreat to Corunna. Crauford had missed the Battle of Talavera by one day even though he had marched his crack Light Division forty-two miles in twenty-six hours to catch up with Wellesley. Among the troops he had brought from England were the First Battalion of the 95th Rifles, and Sharpe had already been generously entertained by their mess in celebration of his feat. They had done more than that. They had presented him with a new uniform and he sat at Wellesley’s table resplendent in smart green cloth, black leather, and silver trappings. He had kept his old uniform. Tomorrow, when the army marched again, he would prefer to wear the bloodstained cavalry overalls and the comfortable French boots rather than this immaculate uniform and fragile shoes.


      Black Bob Crauford was in good form. He was the sternest disciplinarian in the army, a tyrant of excessive rages, loved and hated by his troops. Few Generals asked more of their men, or received it, and if his demands were backed up by savage punishments then at least the men knew Crauford’s justice was even-handed and impartial. Sharpe remembered seeing Crauford catch a company officer being carried piggy-back across an ice cold stream in the northern mountains.


      ‘Drop him, sir! Drop him!’ the General shouted from the dry safety of his horse to the astonished private and, to the delight of the suffering troops, the officer was dumped unceremoniously into the waist-high water. Now Crauford fixed Sharpe with a cynical eye and thumped the table, rattling the silverware. ‘You were lucky, Sharpe, lucky!’


      ‘Yes, sir.’


      ‘Don’t you “yes sir” me.’ Sharpe saw Wellesley watching with an amused eye. Crauford pushed a bottle of red wine towards Sharpe. ‘You lost damn near half your company! If you hadn’t come back with the Eagle you would have deserved to have been broken right back to private again. Aren’t I right?’


      Sharpe inclined his head. ‘You are, sir.’


      Crauford leaned back, satisfied, and raised his glass to the Rifleman. ‘But it was damn well done, all the same.’


      There was laughter round the table. Lawford, a confection of silver and lace, and confirmed, at least temporarily, as Commanding Officer of the South Essex, leaned back and put two more opened bottles on the table. ‘How’s the excellent Sergeant Harper?’


      Sharpe smiled. ‘Recovering, sir.’


      ‘Was he wounded badly?’ Hill leaned forward into the candlelight, his round, farmer’s face suffused with concern. Sharpe shook his head. ‘No, sir. The Sergeant’s mess of the First Battalion were kind enough to celebrate with him. I believe he proposed the theory that one man from Donegal could drink as much as any three Englishmen.’


      Hogan slapped the table. The Irish Engineer was cheerfully drunk and he raised his glass to Wellesley. ‘We Irishmen are never beaten. Isn’t that so, sir?’


      Wellesley raised his eyebrows. He had drunk even less than Sharpe. ‘I never count myself an Irishman, Captain Hogan, though perhaps I share that characteristic with them.’


      ‘Damn that, sir,’ Crauford growled. ‘I’ve heard you say that just because a man is born in a stable it doesn’t make him into a horse!’


      There was more laughter. Sharpe leaned back and listened to the talk round the table and let the meal rest heavy in his stomach. The servants were bringing in brandy and cigars, which meant that the evening would soon be over, but he had enjoyed it. He was never comfortable at formal dinners; he had not been born to them, had been to few of them, but these men had made him feel at home and pretended not to notice when he waited for them to pick up their cutlery so that he would know which was the correct pair to use for each course. He had told once more the story of how he and Patrick Harper had hacked their way through the enemy line, of the death of Denny, and how they had been swept along with the fugitives before hacking their way clear with sword and axe.


      He sipped his wine, wriggled his toes in the new shoes, and reflected again on his fortune. He remembered his despondency before the battle, of feeling that the promises could not be kept, yet it had all happened. Perhaps he really was lucky, as his men said, but he wished he knew how to preserve that luck. He remembered Gibbons’ falling body, the bayonet deep in his back, and the sight of Harper back from his bird-watching just in time to stop the sabre stabbing down into Sharpe. The next day all traces of the crime had been burned away. The dead, Gibbons among them, had been stacked in naked piles, and the living had thrust wooden faggots deep into the corpses and set fire to them. There had been far too many for burial, and for two days the fires were fed with more wood and the stench hung over the town until the ashes were scattered across the Portina valley and the only signs of the battle were the discarded equipment no-one could be bothered to retrieve and the scorched grass where the flames had roasted the wounded.


      ‘Sharpe?’


      He started. Someone had spoken his name, and he had missed what was said. ‘Sir? I’m sorry.’


      Wellesley was smiling at him. ‘Captain Hogan was saying that you’ve been improving Anglo-Portuguese relations?’


      Sharpe glanced at Hogan, who raised his eyebrows impishly. All week the Irishman had been determinedly cheerful about Josefina, and Sharpe, with three Generals watching him, had no option but to smile and give a modest shrug.


      ‘Fortune favours the brave, eh, Sharpe?’ Hill grinned.


      ‘Yes, sir.’


      He leaned back and let the conversation flow on. He missed her. It was only just over two weeks since the night he had followed her from the inn courtyard into the darkness by the stream, and since then he had spent only five nights with her. And now there would be no more. He had known as soon as he had reached Talavera, on the morning after the battle, and she had kissed him and smiled at him while in the background Agostino packed the leather saddlebags and folded up the dresses he had not had time to see her wear. She had walked with him through the town, clinging onto his elbow, looking up into his face as though she were a child. ‘It would never have lasted, Richard.’


      ‘I know.’ He believed otherwise.


      ‘Do you?’


      She wanted him to say goodbye gracefully, and it was the least he could do. He told her about Gibbons; about the final look before the bayonet took its revenge. She held his arm tight. ‘I’m sorry, Richard.’


      ‘For Gibbons?’


      ‘No. That you had to do it. It was my fault, I was a fool.’


      ‘No.’ It was strange, he thought, how when lovers say goodbye they take all the blame. ‘It wasn’t your fault. I promised to protect you. I didn’t.’


      They walked into a small, sunlit square and stared at a convent which formed one side of the plaza. Fifteen hundred British wounded were in the building, and the army surgeons were working on the first floor. Screams came clearly from the windows and, with them, a grisly flow of severed limbs that piled up beside a tree: an ever growing heap of arms and legs that was guarded by two bored privates whose job was to chase away the hungry dogs from the mangled flesh. Sharpe shivered at the sight and prayed the soldiers’ prayer; that he would be delivered from the surgeons with their serrated blades and blood-stiff aprons.


      Josefina had plucked his elbow and they turned away from the convent. ‘I have a present for you.’


      He looked down at her. ‘I have nothing for you.’


      She seemed embarrassed. ‘You owe Mr Hogan twenty guineas?’


      ‘You’re not giving me money!’ He let his anger show.


      Josefina shook her head. ‘I’ve already paid him. Don’t be angry!’ He had tried to pull away but she clung on. ‘There’s nothing you can do about it, Richard. I paid him. You kept pretending you had enough money, but I knew you were borrowing.’ She gave him a tiny paper packet and did not look at him because she knew he was upset.


      Inside the paper was a ring, made of silver, and on the boss was engraved an eagle. Not a French eagle, holding a thunderbolt, but an eagle all the same. She looked up at him, pleased at his expression. ‘I bought it in Oropesa. For you.’


      Sharpe had not known what to say. He had stammered his thanks and now, sitting with the Generals, he let his fingers feel the silver ring. They had walked back to the house and, waiting outside, there had been a cavalry officer with two spare horses. ‘Is that him?’


      ‘Yes.’


      ‘And he’s rich?’


      She had smiled. ‘Very. He’s a good man, Richard. You’d like him.’


      Sharpe had laughed. ‘I doubt it.’ He wanted to tell her how much he would not like Claud Hardy, with his stupid sounding name and his rich uniform and his thorough-bred horses. The Dragoon had watched them as she looked up at Sharpe.


      ‘I can’t stay with the army, Richard.’


      ‘So you’re going back to Lisbon?’


      She nodded. ‘We’re not going to Madrid, are we?’ He shook his head. ‘Well, it has to be Lisbon.’ She smiled at him. ‘He has a house in Belem, a big one. I’m sorry.’


      ‘Don’t be.’


      ‘I can’t follow an army, Richard.’ She was pleading for understanding.


      ‘I know. But armies follow you, yes?’ It was a clumsy attempt at gallantry, and it had pleased her, but now it was time to part and he wanted her to stay. He did not know what to say. ‘Josefina? I’m sorry.’


      She touched his arm and there was the gleam of tears in her eyes. She blinked them away and forced herself to sound happy. ‘One day, Richard, you will fall in love with the right girl? You promise?’


      He had not watched her walk to the Dragoon but instead turned away to rejoin the company in the stench of the dead on the battlefield.


      ‘Captains shouldn’t marry.’ Crauford thumped the table and Sharpe jumped. ‘Isn’t that true?’


      Sharpe did not reply. He suspected Crauford was right, and he determined, again, to thrust away the memory of Josefina. She was on her way to Lisbon, to the big house, to live with a man who was to join the Lisbon garrison and live a life of dancing and diplomacy. Damn all of it. He drank his wine, reached for the bottle, and forced himself to listen to the conversation which was now as gloomy as his thoughts. They were talking of the fifteen hundred wounded men in the convent who would have to be abandoned to the care of the Spanish. Hill was peering worriedly at Wellesley. ‘Will Cuesta look after them?’


      ‘I wish I could say “yes”.’ Wellesley sipped his wine. ‘The Spanish have failed us in every promise. It was not easy to leave our wounded to their care but we have no choice, gentlemen, no choice.’


      Hill shook his head. ‘The retreat will not be received well in England.’


      ‘Damn England!’ Wellesley spoke with asperity, his eyes suddenly alive with anger. ‘I know what England will say; that once again we have been driven from Spain, and so we have, gentlemen, so we have!’ He leaned back in his chair and Sharpe could see the tiredness on his face. The other officers were still, listening intently, and like Sharpe they could see in Wellesley’s face the difficulty of the decision he had taken. ‘But this time—’ the General ran his finger round the wine glass so that it rang— ‘this time we have been driven out, not by the French, but by our allies.’ He let the sarcasm come through on the word. ‘A starving army, gentlemen, is worse than no army. If our allies cannot feed us then we must go where we can feed ourselves and we will come back, I promise you that, but we will come back on our terms and not on the Spanish terms.’ There were murmurs of agreement round the table. Wellesley sipped his wine. ‘The Spanish have failed us everywhere. They promised us food and delivered none. They promised to shield us from Soult’s northern army, and now I find that they did not. Soult, gentlemen, is behind us and unless we move now we will find ourselves a surrounded and starving army simply because we believed General Cuesta and his promises. Now he has promised to look after our wounded.’ Wellesley shook his head. ‘I know what will happen. He will insist on advancing to meet the French, he will be thrashed, and the town will be abandoned to the enemy.’ He shrugged. ‘I am convinced, gentlemen, that they will treat our wounded better than our allies.’


      There was silence round the table. The candles flickered and shimmered their reflections on the polished wood. From somewhere, far away, there came the sound of music but it faded with the breeze beyond the heavy curtains. And what happens to Josefina now? Sharpe filled his glass with wine and passed the bottle to Hill. If Wellesley was right, and he was, then in a matter of days the French would be masters of Talavera and the British army would be well on its way back to Portugal and probably to Lisbon. Sharpe knew that he wanted her still and wondered what would happen if the swirling currents of war brought them together again.


      A knock on the door interrupted his thoughts and he watched as a Staff Captain entered and gave Wellesley a sealed paper. The officers talked, inventing topics of conversation so that Wellesley could open the paper and talk to the Captain in some privacy. Hill was telling Sharpe about the Drury Lane Theatre. Did he know it had been burned down in February? Sharpe nodded and smiled, made the right noises, but he looked round the table, at the three Generals, at the aristocrats, and he thought of the foundling home and prisons he had known as a child. He remembered the foetid barracks where two men shared a cot, the vicious beatings, the unprincipled struggle just to stay alive. And now this? The candles danced in the draught, the red wine was rich and deep, and he wondered where the road they must take in tomorrow’s cold dawn would lead. If Bonaparte was to be defeated, then tomorrow’s march could last for years before it ended at the gates of Paris.


      The Captain left and Wellesley tapped the table. The conversation tailed away and they looked at their hook-nosed General, who lifted the paper into the air. ‘The Austrians have made peace with Bonaparte.’ He waited for the exclamations to die down. ‘Effectively, gentlemen, we are on our own. We can expect more French troops, maybe even Napoleon himself, and even more enemies at home.’ Sharpe thought of Simmerson, already on the way home, planning to conspire in Parliament and in the smoking rooms of London against Wellesley and the British army in the Peninsula. ‘But, gentlemen, we have beaten three Marshals this year so let the rest come on!’


      The officers pounded the table and raised their glasses. In the town a clock struck eight o’clock and, abruptly, Sir Arthur Wellesley got to his feet and held up his wineglass. ‘I see the cigars are here and the evening is getting on. We leave early so, gentlemen, I give you the King.’


      Sharpe scraped his chair back, took the glass, and joined in the murmuring. ‘The King, God bless him.’


      He was sitting down again, looking forward to the brandy and one of the General’s cigars, when he noticed that Wellesley was still standing. He straightened up, cursing his lack of social manners and hoping that the others would not see his blushing. Wellesley waited for him. ‘I remember one other battle, gentlemen, which almost matched our recent victory in carnage. After Assaye I had to thank a young Sergeant; today we salute the same man, a Captain.’ He raised his glass to Sharpe, who was convulsed with embarrassment. He watched the officers smile at him, raise their glasses to him, and he looked down at the silver eagle. He wished Josefina could see him at this moment, that she could hear Wellesley’s toast. He only half heard it himself.


      ‘Gentlemen. I give you Sharpe’s Eagle.’

    

  


  
    
      HISTORICAL NOTE


    


    
      Sir Arthur Wellesley (who was soon to become, thanks to the events of July 27th and 28th, 1809, Viscount Wellington of Talavera) lost 5365 dead and wounded in the battle. About 15 percent of those casualties were killed outright on the field. French casualties numbered 7268 and there were also about 600 to add to the ‘butcher’s bill’. The French also lost seventeen guns but, alas, no Eagle. The first Eagle to be captured by the British in the Peninsular War was won by Ensign Keogh and Sergeant Masterman of the 87th, an Irish Regiment, at the Battle of Barossa on March 5th, 1811. Keogh died of his wounds, but Masterman survived and was rewarded with a commission, thus joining the small number of British officers, perhaps one in twenty, who had risen from the ranks. I hope that the ghosts of Keogh and Masterman, as well as the modern successors of the 87th, the Royal Irish Rangers, will forgive me for preempting their achievement.


      Masterman was made into an Ensign, the lowest officer rank of Britain’s army in 1809. Above him, in a Battalion, there would be Lieutenants, ten Captains, two Majors, and a Lieutenant Colonel in command. That was on paper. A Battalion was supposed to consist of a thousand fighting men, but disease and casualties, added to the shortage of recruits, meant that Battalions often went into battle with only half their numbers of men and officers.


      In Sharpe’s Eagle the South Essex, a fictional Regiment, is sometimes described as a ‘Regiment’ and sometimes as a ‘Battalion’. A Regiment was an administrative unit and usually consisted of at least two Battalions, the basic fighting unit. There were a few Regiments, like the imaginary South Essex, that were single-Battalion Regiments, and that is why, in the novel, the two words are used interchangeably.


      Perhaps the strangest feature of Britain’s Napoleonic army, at least to modern readers, is the purchase system. A rich man, as long as he had served a minimum period in his rank, could buy promotion. Merit had nothing to do with his advancement, only the availability of cash. The system was grossly unfair and led to great resentment, but it also enabled some soldiers, like Wellesley, the future Duke of Wellington, to rise to high rank early enough in his career to become Britain’s most successful General. The French, of course, promoted purely by merit, yet they were never to defeat Wellington.


      There is no such place as Valdelacasa on the River Tagus, nor was there ever a South Essex Regiment, but beyond those inventions the campaign of Talavera happened much as described in the novel. In the account of the battle only the adventures of the South Essex and the capture of the Eagle are fictitious; there was a Dutch Battalion fighting with the French, and I took the liberty of moving them from their position opposite the Spanish fortifications and offered them as a sacrifice to Sharpe and Harper instead. The account of Cuesta’s army, sadly, is true; they did run away on the eve of the battle, frightened by their own volley, and within days General Cuesta was to lead them to total defeat. Talavera was abandoned to the French, who, as Wellesley predicts in the novel, treated the British wounded with kindness and consideration. The ineffectiveness of the Spanish army was more than compensated for by the bravery of the Guerilleros, the Spanish civilian ‘freedom fighters’, who caused Napoleon to liken Spain to a ‘running sore’ on his armies.


      Much of the detail in the book is taken from contemporary letters and diaries. Scenes like the growing pile of arms and legs outside the convent in Talavera defy imagination and come straight from eyewitness accounts. In addition to those I drew heavily on the scholarship of Michael Glover’s The Peninsular War, Lady Elizabeth Longford’s Wellington: The Years of the Sword, and the American historian Jac Weller’s Wellington in the Peninsula. To those three authors, and to the kind people of Talavera who showed me the battlefield, I acknowledge a special debt.


      Richard Sharpe and Patrick Harper are, sadly, inventions. I hope that today’s Royal Green Jackets, who once marched as the 95th Rifles (and as the Royal American Rifles), will not be ashamed of them or their picaresque adventures that will, eventually, lead them to Waterloo and Napoleon himself.
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    For a soldier I listed, to grow great in fame.

    And be shot at for sixpence a day.


    —Charles Dibdin, 1745-1814

  


  
    
      CHAPTER 1


    


    
      The war was lost; not finished, but lost. Everyone knew it, from Generals of Division to the whores of Lisbon: that the British were trapped, trussed, ready for cooking, and all Europe waited for the master chef himself, Bonaparte, to cross the mountains and put his finishing touch to the roast. Then, to add insult to imminent defeat, it seemed that the small British army was not worthy of the great Bonaparte’s attention. The war was lost.


      Spain had fallen. The last Spanish armies had gone, butchered into the history books, and all that was left was the fortress harbour of Cádiz and the peasants who fought the guerrilla, the ‘little war’. They fought with Spanish knives and British guns, with ambush and terror, till the French troops loathed and feared the Spanish people. But the little war was not the war, and that, everyone said, was lost.


      Captain Richard Sharpe, once of His Majesty’s 95th Rifles, now Captain of the Light Company of the South Essex Regiment, did not think that the war was lost, although, despite that, he was in a foul mood, morose and irritable. Rain had fallen since dawn and had turned the dust of the road’s surface into slick, slippery mud and made his Rifleman’s uniform clammy and uncomfortable. He marched in solitary silence, listening to his men chatter, and Lieutenant Robert Knowles and Sergeant Patrick Harper, who both would normally have sought his company, let him alone. Lieutenant Knowles had commented on Sharpe’s mood, but the huge Irish Sergeant had shaken his head.


      ‘There’s no chance of cheering him up, sir. He likes being miserable, so he does, and the bastard will get over it.’


      Knowles shrugged. He rather disapproved of a Sergeant calling a Captain a ‘bastard’, but there was no point in protesting. The Sergeant would look innocent and assure Knowles that the Captain’s parents had never married, which was true, and anyway Patrick Harper had fought beside Sharpe for years and had a friendship with the Captain that Knowles rather envied. It had taken Knowles months to understand the friendship, which was not, as many officers thought, based on the fact that Sharpe had once been a private soldier, marching and fighting in the ranks, and now, elevated to the glories of the officers’ mess, still sought out the company of the lower ranks. ‘Once a peasant, always a peasant,’ an officer had sneered, and Sharpe had heard, looked at the man, and Knowles had seen the fear come under the impact of those chilling, mocking eyes. Besides, Sharpe and Harper did not spend off-duty time together; the difference in rank made that impossible. But still, behind the formal relationship, Knowles saw the friendship. Both were big men, the Irishman hugely strong, and both confident in their abilities. Knowles could never imagine either out of uniform. It was as if they had been born to the job and it was on the battlefield, where most men thought nervously of their own survival, that Sharpe and Harper came together in an uncanny understanding. It was almost, Knowles thought, as if they were at home on a battlefield, and he envied them.


      He looked up at the sky, at the low clouds touching the hilltops either side of the road. ‘Bloody weather.’


      ‘Back home, sir, we’d call this a fine day!’ Harper grinned at Knowles, the rain dripping off his shako, and then turned to look at the Company, who followed the fast-marching figure of Sharpe. They were straggling a little, slipping on the road, and Harper raised his voice. ‘Come on, you Protestant scum! The war’s not waiting for you!’


      He grinned at them as he shouted, proud they had outmarched the rest of the Regiment, and happy that, at last, the South Essex was marching north to where the summer’s battles would be fought. Patrick Harper had heard the rumours—everyone had—of the French armies and their new commander, but Patrick Harper did not intend to lose any sleep over the future even though the South Essex was pitifully under strength. Replacements had sailed from Portsmouth in March, but the convoy had been hit by a storm, and, weeks later, rumours came of hundreds of bodies washed ashore on the southern Biscay beaches, and now the Regiment must fight with less than half its proper number. Harper did not mind. At Talavera the army had been outnumbered two to one, and tonight, in the town of Celorico, where the army was gathering, there would be women in the streets and wine in the shops. Life could be a lot worse for a lad from Donegal, and Patrick Harper began whistling.


      Sharpe heard the whistling and checked his impulse to snap at the Sergeant, recognizing it as pure irritation, but he was annoyed by Harper’s customary equanimity. Sharpe did not believe the rumours of defeat, because, to a soldier, defeat was unthinkable. It was something that happened to the enemy. Yet Sharpe despised himself because, like a walking nightmare, the remorseless logic of numbers was haunting him. Defeat was in the air, whether he believed it or not, and as the thought came to him again he marched even faster, as if the aching pace could obliterate the pessimism. But at least, at long last, they were doing something. Since Talavera the Regiment had patrolled the bleak southern border between Spain and Portugal, and it had been a long, boring winter. The sun had risen and set, the Regiment had trained, they had watched the empty hills, and there had been too much leisure, too much softness. The officers had found a discarded French cavalryman’s breastplate and used it as a shaving bowl, and to his disgust Sharpe had found himself taking the luxury of hot water in a bowl as a normal daily occurrence! And weddings. Twenty alone in the last three months, so that, miles behind, the other nine companies of the South Essex were leading a motley procession of women and children, wives and whores, like a travelling fairground. But now, at last, in an unseasonably wet summer, they were marching north, to where the French attack would come, and where the doubts and fears would be banished in action.


      The road reached a crest, revealing a shallow valley with a small village at its centre. There were cavalry in the village, presumably summoned north, like the South Essex, and as Sharpe saw the mass of horses, he let his irritation escape by spitting on the road. Bloody cavalry, with their airs and graces, their undisguised condescension to the infantry, but then he saw the uniforms of the dismounted riders and felt ashamed of his reaction. The men wore the blue of the King’s German Legion, and Sharpe respected the Germans. They were fellow professionals, and Sharpe, above everything else, was a professional soldier. He had to be. He had no money to buy promotion, and his future lay only in his skill and experience. There was plenty of experience. He had been a soldier for seventeen of his thirty-three years, first as a Private, then a Sergeant, then the dizzy jump to officer’s rank, and all the promotions had been earned on battlefields. He had fought in Flanders, in India, and now in the Peninsula, and he knew that should peace arrive the army would drop him like a red-hot bullet. It was only in war that they needed professionals like himself, like Harper, like the tough Germans who fought France in Britain’s army.


      He halted the Company in the village street under the curious gaze of the cavalrymen. One of them, an officer, hitched his curved sabre off the ground and walked over to Sharpe. ‘Captain?’ The cavalryman made it a question because Sharpe’s only signs of rank were the faded scarlet sash and the sword.


      Sharpe nodded. ‘Captain Sharpe. South Essex.’


      The German officer’s eyebrows went up; his face split into a smile. ‘Captain Sharpe! Talavera!’ He pumped Sharpe’s hand, clapped him on the shoulder, then turned to shout at his men. The blue-coated cavalry grinned at Sharpe, nodded at him. They had all heard of him: the man who had captured the French Eagle at Talavera.


      Sharpe jerked his head towards Patrick Harper and the Company. ‘Don’t forget Sergeant Harper, and the Company. We were all there.’


      The German beamed at the Light Company. ‘It was well done!’ He clicked his heels to Sharpe and gave the slightest nod. ‘Lossow. Captain Lossow at your service. You going to Celorico?’ The German’s English was accented but good. His men, Sharpe knew, would probably speak no English.


      Sharpe nodded again. ‘And you?’


      Lossow shook his head. ‘The Coa. Patrolling. The enemy are getting close, so there will be fighting.’ He sounded pleased and Sharpe envied the cavalry. What fighting there was to be had was all taking place along the steep banks of the river Coa and not at Celorico. Lossow laughed. ‘This time we get an Eagle, yes?’


      Sharpe wished him luck. If any cavalry regiment were likely to break apart a French battalion, it would be the Germans. The English cavalry were brave enough, well mounted, but with no discipline. English horsemen grew bored with patrols, with picquet duty, and dreamed only of the blood-curdling charge, swords high, that left their horses blown and the men scattered and vulnerable. Sharpe, like all infantry in the army, preferred the Germans because they knew their job and did it well.


      Lossow grinned at the compliment. He was a square-faced man, with a pleasant and ready smile and eyes that looked out shrewdly from the web of lines traced on his face by staring too long at the enemy-held horizons. ‘Oh, one more thing, Captain. The bloody provosts are in the village.’ The phrase came awkwardly from Lossow’s lips, as if he did not usually use English swearwords except to describe the provosts, for whom any other language’s curse would be inadequate.


      Sharpe thanked him and turned to the Company. ‘You heard Captain Lossow! There are provosts here. So keep your thieving hands to yourselves. Understand?’ They understood. No one wanted to be hung on the spot for being caught looting. ‘We stop for ten minutes. Dismiss them, Sergeant.’


      The Germans left, cloaked against the rain, and Sharpe walked up the only street towards the church. It was a miserable village, poor and deserted, and the cottage doors swung emptily. The inhabitants had gone south and west, as the Portuguese government had ordered. When the French advanced they would find no crops, no animals, wells filled with stones or poisoned with dead sheep: a land of hunger and thirst.


      Patrick Harper, sensing that Sharpe’s mood had lightened after the meeting with Lossow, fell into step beside his Captain. ‘Nothing here to loot, sir.’


      Sharpe glanced at the men stooping into the cottages. ‘They’ll find something.’


      The provosts were beside the church, three of them, mounted on black horses and standing like highwaymen waiting for a plump coach. Their equipment was new, their faces burned red, and Sharpe guessed they were fresh out from England, though why the Horse Guards sent provosts instead of fighting soldiers was a mystery. He nodded civilly to them. ‘Good morning.’


      One of the three, with an officer’s sword jutting from beneath his cloak, nodded back. He seemed, like all of his kind, to be suspicious of any friendly gesture. He looked at their green Riflemen’s jackets. ‘There aren’t supposed to be any Riflemen in this area.’


      Sharpe let the accusation go unanswered. If the provost thought they were deserters, then the provost was a fool. Deserters did not travel the open road in daylight, or wear uniforms, or stroll casually up to provosts. Sharpe and Harper, like the other eighteen Riflemen in the Company, had kept their old uniforms out of pride, preferring the dark green to the red of the line battalions.


      The provost’s eyes flicked between the two men. ‘You have orders?’


      ‘The General wants to see us, sir.’ Harper spoke cheerfully.


      A tiny smile came and went on the provost’s face. ‘You mean Lord Wellington wants to see you?’


      ‘As a matter of fact, yes.’


      Sharpe’s voice had a warning in it, but the provost seemed oblivious. He was looking Sharpe up and down, letting his suspicions show. Sharpe’s appearance was extraordinary. The green jacket, faded and torn, was worn over French cavalry overalls. On his feet were tall leather boots that had originally been bought in Paris by a Colonel of Napoleon’s Imperial Guard. On his back, like most of his men, he carried a French pack, made of ox hide, and on his shoulder, though he was an officer, he slung a rifle. The officer’s epaulettes had gone, leaving broken stitches, and the scarlet sash was stained and faded. Even Sharpe’s sword, his other badge of rank, was irregular. As an officer of a Light Company he should have carried the curved sabre of the British Light Cavalry, but Richard Sharpe preferred the sword of the Heavy Cavalry, straight-bladed and ill balanced. Cavalrymen hated it; they claimed its weight made it impossible to parry swiftly, but Sharpe was six feet tall and strong enough to wield the thirty-five inches of ponderous steel with deceptive ease.


      The provost officer was unsettled. ‘What’s your Regiment?’


      ‘We’re the Light of the South Essex.’ Sharpe made his tone friendly.


      The provost responded by spurring his horse forward so he could see down the street and watch Sharpe’s men. There was no immediately apparent reason to hang anyone, so he looked back at the two men and his eyes stopped, with surprise, when they reached Harper’s shoulder. The Irishman, with four inches more height than Sharpe, was a daunting sight at the best of times, but his weapons were even more irregular than Sharpe’s big sword. Slung with his rifle was a brute of a gun—a seven-barrelled, squat menace. The provost pointed. ‘What’s that?’


      ‘Seven-barrelled gun, sir.’ Harper’s voice was full of pride in his new weapon.


      ‘Where did you get it?’


      ‘Christmas present, sir.’


      Sharpe grinned. It had been a present, given at Christmas time, from Sharpe to his Sergeant, but it was obvious that the provost, with his two silent companions, did not believe it. He was still staring at the gun, one of Henry Nock’s less successful inventions, and Sharpe realized that the provost had probably never seen one before. Only a few hundred had ever been made, for the Navy, and at the time it had seemed like a good idea. Seven barrels, each twenty inches long, were all fired by the same flintlock, and it was thought that sailors, perched precariously in the fighting tops, could wreak havoc by firing the seven barrels down on to the enemy’s crowded decks. One thing had been overlooked. Seven half-inch barrels fired together made a fearful discharge, like a small cannon’s, that not only wreaked havoc but also broke the shoulder of any man who pulled the trigger. Only Harper, in Sharpe’s acquaintance, had the brute strength to use the gun, and even the Irishman, in trying it out, had been astonished by the crashing recoil as the seven bullets spread from the flaming muzzles.


      The provost sniffed. ‘A Christmas present.’


      ‘I gave it to him,’ Sharpe said.


      ‘And you are?’


      ‘Captain Richard Sharpe. South Essex. You?’


      The provost stiffened. ‘Lieutenant Ayres, sir.’ The last word was spoken reluctantly.


      ‘And where are you going, Lieutenant Ayres?’


      Sharpe was annoyed by the man’s suspicions, by the pointless display of his power, and he edged his questions with a touch of venom. Sharpe carried on his back the scars of a flogging that had been caused by just such an officer as this: Captain Morris, a supercilious bully, with his flattering familiar, Sergeant Hakeswill. Sharpe carried the memory along with the scars and a promise that one day he would revenge himself on both men. Morris, he knew, was stationed in Dublin; Hakeswill was God knows where, but one day, Sharpe promised himself, he would find him. But for now it was this young puppy with more power than sense. ‘Where, Lieutenant?’


      ‘Celorico, sir.’


      ‘Then have a good journey, Lieutenant.’


      Ayres nodded. ‘I’ll look round first, sir. If you don’t mind.’


      Sharpe watched the three men ride down the street, the rain beading the wide, black rumps of the horses. ‘I hope you’re right, Sergeant.’


      ‘Right, sir?’


      ‘That there’s nothing to loot.’


      The thought struck both together, a single instinct for trouble, and they began running. Sharpe pulled his whistle from the small holster on his crossbelt and blew the long blasts that were usually reserved for the battlefield when the Light Company was strung out in a loose skirmish line, the enemy was pressing close, and the officers and Sergeants whistled the men back to rally and re-form under the shelter of the Battalion. The provosts heard the whistle blasts, put spurs to their horses, and swerved between two low cottages to search the yards as Sharpe’s men tumbled from doorways and grumbled into ranks.


      Harper pulled up in front of the Company. ‘Packs on!’


      There was a shout from behind the cottages. Sharpe turned. Lieutenant Knowles was at his elbow.


      ‘What’s happening, sir?’


      ‘Provost trouble. Bastards are throwing their weight around.’


      They were determined, he knew, to find something, and as Sharpe’s eyes went down his ranks he had a sinking feeling that Lieutenant Ayres had succeeded. There should have been forty-eight men, three Sergeants, and the two officers, but one man was missing: Private Batten. Private bloody Batten, who was dragged by his hair from between the cottages by a triumphant provost.


      ‘A looter, sir. Caught in the act.’ Ayres was smiling.


      Batten, who grumbled incessantly, who moaned if it rained and made a fuss when it stopped because the sun was in his eyes. Private Batten, a one-man destroyer of flintlocks, who thought the whole world was conspiring to annoy him, and who now stood flinching beneath the grasp of one of Ayres’s men. If there were any one member of the Company whom Sharpe would gladly have hanged, it would be Batten, but he was damned if any provost was going to do it for him.


      Sharpe looked up at Ayres. ‘What was he looting, Lieutenant?’


      ‘This.’


      Ayres held up a scrawny chicken as if it were the Crown of England. Its neck had been well wrung, but the legs still jerked and scrabbled at the air. Sharpe felt the anger come inside him, not at the provosts but at Batten.


      ‘I’ll deal with him, Lieutenant.’ Batten cringed away from his Captain.


      Ayres shook his head. ‘You misunderstand, sir.’ He was talking with silky condescension. ‘Looters are hung, sir. On the spot, sir. As an example to others.’


      There was a muttering from the Company, broken by Harper’s bellowed order for silence. Batten’s eyes flicked left and right as if looking for an escape from this latest example of the world’s injustice. Sharpe snapped at him. ‘Batten!’


      ‘Sir?’


      ‘Where did you find the chicken?’


      ‘It was in the field, sir. Honest.’ He winced as his hair was pulled. ‘It was a wild chicken, sir.’


      There was a rustle of laughter from the ranks that Harper let go. Ayres snorted. ‘A wild chicken. Dangerous beasts, eh, sir? He’s lying. I found him in the cottage.’


      Sharpe believed him, but he was not going to give up. ‘Who lives in the cottage, Lieutenant?’


      Ayres raised an eyebrow. ‘Really, sir, I have not exchanged cards with every slum in Portugal.’ He turned to his men. ‘String him up.’


      ‘Lieutenant Ayres.’ The tone of Sharpe’s voice stopped any movement in the street. ‘How do you know the cottage is inhabited?’


      ‘Look for yourself.’


      ‘Sir.’


      Ayres swallowed. ‘Sir.’


      Sharpe raised his voice. ‘Are there people there, Lieutenant?’


      ‘No, sir. But it’s lived in.’


      ‘How do you know? The village is deserted. You can’t steal a chicken from nobody.’


      Ayres thought about his reply. The village was deserted, the inhabitants gone away from the French attack, but absence was not a relinquishing of ownership. He shook his head. ‘The chicken is Portuguese property, sir.’ He turned again. ‘Hang him!’


      ‘Halt!’ Sharpe bellowed and again movement stopped. ‘You’re not going to hang him, so just go your way.’


      Ayres swivelled back to Sharpe. ‘He was caught red-handed and the bastard will hang. Your men are probably a pack of bloody thieves and they need an example and, by God, they will get one!’ He raised himself in his stirrups and shouted at the Company. ‘You will see him hang! And if you steal, then you will hang too!’


      A click interrupted him. He looked down and the anger in his face was replaced by astonishment. Sharpe held his Baker rifle, cocked, so that the barrel was pointing at Ayres.


      ‘Let him go, Lieutenant.’


      ‘Have you gone mad?’


      Ayres had gone white, had sagged back into his saddle. Sergeant Harper, instinctively, came and stood beside Sharpe and ignored the hand that waved him away. Ayres stared at the two men. Both tall, both with hard, fighters’ faces, and a memory tickled at him. He looked at Sharpe, at the face that appeared to have a perpetually mocking expression, caused by the scar that ran down the right cheek, and he suddenly remembered. Wild chickens, bird-catchers! The South Essex Light Company. Were these the two men who had captured the Eagle? Who had hacked their way into a French regiment and come out with the standard? He could believe it.


      Sharpe watched the Lieutenant’s eyes waver and knew that he had won, but it was a victory that would cost him dearly. The army did not look kindly on men who held rifles on provosts, even empty rifles.


      Ayres pushed Batten forward. ‘Have your thief, Captain. We shall meet again.’


      Sharpe lowered the rifle. Ayres waited until Batten was clear of the horses, then wrenched the reins and led his men towards Celorico. ‘You’ll hear from me!’ His words were flung back. Sharpe could sense the trouble like a boiling, black cloud on the horizon. He turned to Batten.


      ‘Did you steal that bloody hen?’


      ‘Yes, sir.’ Batten flapped a hand after the provost. ‘He took it, sir.’ He made it sound unfair.


      ‘I wish he’d bloody taken you. I wish he’d bloody spread your guts across the bloody landscape.’ Batten backed away from Sharpe’s anger. ‘What are the bloody rules, Batten?’


      The eyes blinked at Sharpe. ‘Rules, sir?’


      ‘You know the bloody rules. Tell me.’


      The army issued regulations that were inches thick, but Sharpe gave his men three rules. They were simple, they worked, and if broken the men knew they could expect punishment. Batten cleared his throat.


      ‘To fight well, sir. Not to get drunk without permission, sir. And—’


      ‘Go on.’


      ‘Not to steal, sir, except from the enemy or when starving, sir.’


      ‘Were you starving?’


      Batten clearly wanted to say he was, but there were still two days’ rations in every man’s haversack. ‘No, sir.’


      Sharpe hit him, all his frustration pouring into one fist that slammed Batten’s chest, winded him, and knocked him gasping into the wet road. ‘You’re a bloody fool, Batten, a cringing, miserable, whoreson, slimy fool.’ He turned away from the man, whose musket had fallen into the mud. ‘Company! March!’


      They marched behind the tall Rifleman as Batten picked himself up, brushed ineffectively at the water that had flowed into the lock of his gun, and then shambled after the Company. He pushed himself into his file and muttered at his silent companions. ‘He’s not supposed to hit me.’


      ‘Shut your mouth, Batten!’ Harper’s voice was as harsh as his Captain’s. ‘You know the rules. Would you rather be kicking your useless heels now?’


      The Sergeant shouted at the Company to pick up their feet, bellowed the steps at them, and all the time he wondered what faced Sharpe now. A complaint from that bloody provost would mean an enquiry and probably a courtmartial. And all for the miserable Batten, a failed horsecoper, whom Harper would gladly have killed himself. Lieutenant Knowles seemed to share Harper’s thoughts, for he fell in step beside the Irishman and looked at him with a troubled face. ‘All for one chicken, Sergeant?’


      Harper looked down at the young Lieutenant. ‘I doubt it, sir.’ He turned to the ranks. ‘Daniel!’


      Hagman, one of the Riflemen, broke ranks and fell in beside the Sergeant. He was the oldest man in the Company, in his forties, but the best marksman. A Cheshireman, raised as a poacher, Hagman could shoot the buttons off a French General’s coat at three hundred yards. ‘Sarge?’


      ‘How many chickens were there?’


      Hagman flashed his toothless grin, glanced at the Company, then up at Harper. The Sergeant was a fair man, never demanding more than a fair share. ‘Dozen, Sarge.’


      Harper looked at Knowles. ‘There you are, sir. At least sixteen wild chickens there. Probably twenty. God knows what they were doing there, why the owners didn’t take them.’


      ‘Difficult to catch, sir, chickens.’ Hagman chuckled. ‘That all, Sarge?’


      Harper grinned down at the Rifleman. ‘A leg each for the officers, Daniel. And not the stringy ones.’


      Hagman glanced at Knowles. ‘Very good, sir. Leg each.’ He went back to the ranks.


      Knowles chuckled to himself. A leg each for the officers meant a good breast for the Sergeant, chicken broth for everyone, and nothing for Private Batten. And for Sharpe? Knowles felt his spirits drop. The war was lost, it was still raining, and tomorrow Captain Richard Sharpe would be in provost trouble, real trouble, right up to his sabre-scarred neck.

    

  


  
    
      CHAPTER 2


    


    
      If anyone needed a symbol of impending defeat, then the Church of São Paolo in Celorico, the temporary headquarters of the South Essex, offered it in full. Sharpe stood in the choir watching the priest whitewash a gorgeous roodscreen. The screen was made of solid silver, ancient and intricate, a gift from some long-forgotten parishioner whose family’s faces were those of the grieving women and disciples who stared up at the crucifix. The priest, standing on a trestle, dripping thick lime paint down his cassock, looked from Sharpe to the screen, and shrugged.


      ‘It took three months to clean off last time.’


      ‘Last time?’


      ‘When the French left.’ The priest sounded bitter and he dabbed angrily with the bristles at the delicate traceries. ‘If they knew it was silver they would carve it into pieces and take it away.’ He splashed the nailed, hanging figure with a slap of paint and then, as if in apology, moved the brush to his left hand so that his right could sketch a perfunctory sign of the cross on his spattered gown.


      ‘Perhaps they won’t get this far.’


      It sounded unconvincing, even to Sharpe, and the priest did not bother to reply. He just gave a humourless laugh and dipped the brush into his bucket. They know, thought Sharpe; they all know that the French are coming and the British falling back. The priest made him feel guilty, as if he were personally betraying the town and its inhabitants, and he moved down the church into the darkness by the main door where the Battalion’s commissariat officer was supervising the piling of fresh baked bread for the evening rations.


      The door banged open, letting in the late-afternoon sunlight, and Lawford, dressed in his glittering best uniform, beckoned at Sharpe. ‘Ready?’


      ‘Yes, sir.’


      Major Forrest was waiting outside and he smiled nervously at Sharpe. ‘Don’t worry, Richard.’


      ‘Worry?’ Lieutenant Colonel the Honourable William Lawford was angry. ‘He should damned well worry.’ He looked Sharpe up and down. ‘Is that the best you can do?’


      Sharpe fingered the tear in his sleeve. ‘It’s all I’ve got, sir.’


      ‘All? What about that new uniform! Good Lord, Richard, you look like a tramp.’


      ‘Uniform’s in Lisbon, sir. In store. Light Companies should travel light.’


      Lawford snorted. ‘And they shouldn’t threaten provosts with rifles either. Come on, we don’t want to be late.’ He crammed the tricorne hat on to his head and returned the salute of the two sentries who had listened, amused, to his outburst.


      Sharpe held up his hand. ‘One moment, sir.’ He brushed an imaginary speck of dust from the gold regimental badge that the Colonel wore on his white diagonal sash. It was a new badge, commissioned by Lawford after Talavera, and showed an eagle in chains—a message to the world that the South Essex was the only regiment in the Peninsula that had captured a French standard. Sharpe stood back satisfied. ‘That’s better, sir.’


      Lawford took the hint, and smiled. ‘You’re a bastard, Sharpe. Just because you captured an Eagle doesn’t mean you can do what you like.’


      ‘While just because some idiot is dressed up as a provost, I suppose, means that he can?’


      ‘Yes,’ Lawford said. ‘It does. Come on.’


      It was strange, Sharpe thought, how Lawford was the sum of all he disliked about privilege and wealth, yet he liked Lawford and was content to serve him. They were the same age, thirty-three, but Lawford had always been an officer, had never worried about promotion, because he could afford the next step, and never concerned himself where the next year’s money would come from. Seven years ago, Lawford had been a Lieutenant and Richard Sharpe his Sergeant, both fighting the Mahrattas in India, and the Sergeant had kept the officer alive in the dungeons of the Tippoo Sultan. In return, Lawford taught the Sergeant to read and write and thus qualified him for a commission if ever he were foolish enough to perform some act of bravery on a battlefield that could hoist a man from the ranks into the officers’ exalted company.


      Sharpe followed Lawford through the crowded streets towards Wellington’s headquarters, and seeing the Colonel’s exquisite uniform and expensive accoutrements, he wondered where they would be in another seven years. Lawford was ambitious, as was Sharpe, but the Colonel had the birth and the money for great things. He’ll be a general, Sharpe thought, and he grinned because he knew that Lawford would still need him or someone like him. Sharpe was Lawford’s eyes and his ears, his professional soldier, the man who could read the faces of the failed criminals, drunks, and desperate men who had somehow become the best infantry in the world. And more than that, Sharpe could read the ground, could read the enemy, and Lawford, for whom the army was a means to a glorious and exalted end, relied on his ex-Sergeant’s instinct and talent. Lawford, Sharpe decided, had done well in the last year. He had taken over an embittered, brutalized, and frightened Regiment and turned them into a unit as good as any battalion in the line. Sharpe’s Eagle had helped. It had wiped out the stain of Valdelacasa, where the South Essex, under Sir Henry Simmerson, had lost a colour and their pride; but it was not just the Eagle. Lawford, with his politician’s instincts, had trusted the men while he worked them hard, had given them back their confidence. And the badge, which every man wore on his shako, shared the glory of Talavera with every soldier in the Regiment.


      Lawford led them through the press of officers and townspeople. Major Forrest kept glancing at Sharpe with an avuncular smile that made him look, more than ever, like a kindly country vicar dressed as a soldier for the village pageant. He tried to reassure Sharpe. ‘It won’t come to a court-martial, Richard; it can’t! You’ll probably have to apologize, or something, and it will all blow over.’


      Sharpe shook his head. ‘I won’t bloody apologize, sir.’


      Lawford stopped and turned round, his finger pushed into Sharpe’s chest. ‘If you are ordered to apologize, Richard Sharpe, you will damned well apologize. You will grovel, squirm, cringe and toady to order. Do you understand?’


      Sharpe clicked the heels of his tall French boots. ‘Sir!’


      Lawford exploded in rare anger. ‘Christ Almighty, Richard, don’t you bloody understand? This is a general-court-martial offence. Ayres has screamed his head off to the Provost Marshal and the Provost Marshal has screamed to the General that the authority of the provost must not be undermined. And the General, Mr Sharpe, is rather sympathetic to that point of view.’ Lawford’s passion had attracted a small crowd of interested spectators. His anger faded as suddenly as it had erupted, but he still jabbed his finger into Sharpe’s chest. ‘The General wants more provosts, not fewer, and he is understandably not happy with the thought that Captain Richard Sharpe is declaring open season on them.’


      ‘Yes, sir.’


      Lawford was not placated by Sharpe’s crestfallen expression, which the Colonel suspected was not motivated by true regret. ‘And do not think, Captain Sharpe, that just because the General ordered us here he will look kindly on your action. He’s saved your miserable skin often enough in the past and he may not be of a mind to do it again. Understand?’


      There was a burst of applause from a group of cavalry officers standing by a wine shop. Lawford shot them a withering look and strode on, followed by someone’s ironic mimicry of the bugle call for the full charge. Sharpe followed. Lawford could be right. The General had summoned the South Essex, no one knew why, and Sharpe had hoped that it was for some special task, something to wipe out the memory of the winter’s boredom. But the scene with Lieutenant Ayres could change that for Sharpe, condemn him to a court-martial, to a future far more dreary even than patrol work on an empty border.


      Four ox-carts stood outside Wellington’s headquarters, another reminder that the army would move soon, but otherwise everything was peaceful. The only unusual object was a tall mast that jutted from the roof of the house, topped by a crosspiece, from which hung four tarred sheep bladders. Sharpe looked at them curiously. This was the first time he had seen the new telegraph and he wished that it was working so that he could watch the black, inflated bladders running up and down on their ropes and sending messages, via other similar stations, to the far-off fortress of Almeida and to the troops guarding the river Coa. The system had been copied from the Royal Navy and sailors had been sent to man the telegraph. Each letter of the alphabet had its own arrangement of the four black bags, and common words, like ‘regiment’, ‘enemy’, and ‘general’, were abbreviated to a single display that could be seen, miles away, through a huge naval telescope. Sharpe had heard that a message could travel twenty miles in less than ten minutes and he wondered, as they came close to the two bored sentries guarding the General’s headquarters, what other modern devices would be thrown up by the necessity of the long war against Napoleon.


      He forgot the telegraph as they stepped into the cool hallway of the house and he felt a twinge of fear at the coming interview. In a curious fashion his career had been linked to Wellington. They had shared battlefields in Flanders, India, and now in the Peninsula, and in his pack Sharpe carried a telescope that had been a present from the General. There was a small, curved, brass plate let into the walnut tube and on it was inscribed IN GRATITUDE. AW. SEPTEMBER 23RD, 1803. Sir Arthur Wellesley believed that Sergeant Sharpe had saved his life, though Sharpe, if he was honest, could remember little of the event except that the General’s horse had been piked and the Indian bayonets and curved tulwars were coming forward and what else did a Sergeant do except get in the way and fight back? That had been the battle of Assaye, a bastard of a fight, and Sharpe had watched his officers die in the shot from the ornate guns and, his blood up, he had taken the survivors on and the enemy had been beaten. Only just, by God, but victory was victory. After that he was made into an officer, dressed up like a prize bull, and the same man who had rewarded him then must decide his fate now.


      ‘His Lordship will see you now.’ A suave young Major smiled at them through the door as though they had been invited for tea. It had been a year since Sharpe had seen Wellington, but nothing had changed: still the table covered with papers, the same blue eyes that gave nothing away above the beak of a nose, and the handsome mouth that was grudging with a smile. Sharpe was glad there were no provosts in the room so at least he would not have to grovel in front of the General, but even so he felt apprehensive of this quiet man’s anger and he watched, cautiously, as the quill pen was laid down and the expressionless eyes looked up at him. There was no recognition in them.


      ‘Did you threaten Lieutenant Ayres with a rifle, Captain Sharpe?’ There was the faintest stress on the ‘Captain’.


      ‘Yes, sir.’


      Wellington nodded. He looked tired. He stood up and moved to the window, peering through as though expecting something. There was silence in the room, broken only by the jingle of chains and rumbling of wheels as a battery of artillery drove by in the street. It struck Sharpe that the General was on edge. Wellington turned back to him.


      ‘Do you know, Captain Sharpe, the damage it does our cause if our soldiers thieve or rape?’ His voice was scathingly quiet.


      ‘Yes, sir.’


      ‘I hope you do, Captain Sharpe, I hope you do.’ He sat down again. ‘Our enemies are encouraged to steal because that is the only way they can be fed. The result is that they are hated wherever they march. I spend money—my God, how much money—on providing rations and transport and buying food from the populace so that our soldiers have no need to steal. We do this so they will be welcomed by the local people and helped by them. Do you understand?’


      Sharpe wished the lecture would end. ‘Yes, sir.’


      There was suddenly a strange noise overhead, a shuffling and rattling, and Wellington’s eyes shot to the ceiling as if he could read what the noise might mean. It occurred to Sharpe that the telegraph was working, the inflated bladders running up and down the ropes, bringing a coded message from the troops facing the French. The General listened for a few seconds, then dropped his face to Sharpe again. ‘Your gazette has not yet been ratified.’


      There were few things the General could have said more calculated to worry Sharpe. Officially he was still a Lieutenant, only a Lieutenant, and his Captaincy had been awarded by a gazette from Wellington a year ago. If the Horse Guards in Whitehall did not approve, and he knew they usually rejected such irregular promotions, then he was soon to be a Lieutenant again. He said nothing as Wellington watched him. If this were a warning shot, then he would take it in silence.


      The General sighed, picked up a piece of paper, put it down again. ‘The soldier has been punished?’


      ‘Yes, sir.’ He thought of Batten, winded, on the ground.


      ‘Then do not, pray, let it happen again. Not even, Captain Sharpe, to wild chickens.’


      My God, thought Sharpe, he knows everything that happens in this army. There was silence. Was that the end of it? No court-martial? No apology? He coughed and Wellington looked up.


      ‘Yes?’


      ‘I was expecting more, sir. Court-martials and drumheads.’


      Sharpe heard Lawford stir in embarrassment but the General did not seem worried. He stood up and used one of his few, thin smiles.


      ‘I would quite happily, Captain Sharpe, string up you and that damned Sergeant. But I suspect we need you. What do you think of our chance this summer?’


      Again there was silence. The change of tack had taken them all by surprise. Lawford cleared his throat. ‘There’s clearly some concern, my lord, about the intentions of the enemy and our response.’


      Another wintry smile. ‘The enemy intend to push us into the sea, and soon. How do we respond?’ Wellington, it occurred to Sharpe, was using up time. He was waiting for something or someone.


      Lawford was feeling uncomfortable. The question was one he would rather hear answered by the General. ‘Bring them to battle, sir?’


      ‘Thirty thousand troops, plus twenty-five thousand untried Portuguese, against three hundred and fifty thousand men?’ Wellington let the figures hang in the air like the dust that shifted silently in the slanting sunlight over his desk. Overhead the feet of the men operating the telegraph still shuffled. The figures, Sharpe knew, were unfair. Masséna needed thousands of those men to contain the Guerrilleros, the partisans, but even so the disparity in numbers was appalling. Wellington sniffed. There was a knock on the door.


      ‘Come in.’


      ‘Sir.’


      The Major who had shown them into the room handed a slip of paper to the General, who read it, closed his eyes momentarily, and sighed.


      ‘The rest of the message is still coming?’


      ‘Yes, sir. But the gist is there.’


      The Major left and Wellington leaned back in his chair. The news had been bad, Sharpe could tell, but not, perhaps, unexpected. He remembered that Wellington had once said that running a campaign was like driving a team of horses with a rope harness. The ropes kept breaking and all a General could do was tie a knot and keep going. A rope was unravelling, here and now, an important one, and Sharpe watched the fingers drum on the edge of the table. The eyes came up to Sharpe again, flicked to Lawford.


      ‘Colonel?’


      ‘Sir?’


      ‘I am borrowing Captain Sharpe from you, and his Company. I doubt whether I need them for more than one month.’


      ‘Yes, my lord.’ Lawford looked at Sharpe and shrugged.


      Wellington stood again. He seemed to be relieved, as if a decision had been made. ‘The war is not lost, gentlemen, though I know my confidence is not universally shared.’ He sounded bitter, angry with the defeatists whose letters home were quoted in the newspapers. ‘We may bring the French to battle, and if we do we will win.’ Sharpe never doubted it. Of all Britain’s generals this was the only one who knew how to beat the French. ‘If we win we will only delay their advance.’ He opened a map, stared at it blankly, and let it snap shut again into a roll. ‘No, gentlemen, our survival depends on something else. Something that you, Captain Sharpe, must bring me. Must, do you hear? Must.’


      Sharpe had never heard the General so insistent. ‘Yes, sir.’


      Lawford coughed. ‘And if he fails, my lord?’


      The wintry smile again. ‘He had better not.’ He looked at Sharpe. ‘You are not the only card in my hand, Mr Sharpe, but you are…important. There are things happening, gentlemen, that this army does not know about. If it did it would be generally more optimistic.’ He sat down again, leaving them mystified. Sharpe suspected the mystification was on purpose. He was spreading some counter-rumours to the defeatists, and that, too, was part of a general’s job. He looked up again. ‘You are now under my orders, Captain Sharpe. Your men must be ready to march this night. They must not be encumbered with wives or unnecessary baggage, and they must have full ammunition.’


      ‘Yes, sir.’


      ‘And you will be back here in one hour. You have two tasks to perform.’


      Sharpe wondered if he was to be told what they were. ‘Sir?’


      ‘First, Mr Sharpe, you will receive your orders. Not from me but from an old companion of yours.’ Wellington saw Sharpe’s quizzical look. ‘Major Hogan.’


      Sharpe’s face betrayed his pleasure. Hogan, the engineer, the quiet Irishman who was a friend, whose sense Sharpe had leaned on in the difficult days leading to Talavera. Wellington saw the pleasure and tried to puncture it. ‘But before that, Mr Sharpe, you will apologize to Lieutenant Ayres.’ He watched for Sharpe’s reaction.


      ‘But of course, sir. I had always planned to.’ Sharpe looked shocked at the thought that he might ever have contemplated another course of action and, through his innocently wide eyes, wondered if he saw a flicker of amusement behind the General’s cold, blue gaze.


      Wellington looked away, to Lawford, and with his usual disarming speed suddenly became affable. ‘You’re well, Colonel?’


      ‘Thank you, sir. Yes.’ Lawford beamed with pleasure. He had served on Wellington’s staff, knew the General well.


      ‘Join me for dinner tonight. The usual time.’ The General looked at Forrest. ‘And you, Major?’


      ‘My pleasure, sir.’


      ‘Good.’ The eyes flicked at Sharpe. ‘Captain Sharpe will be too busy, I fear.’ He nodded a dismissal. ‘Good day, gentlemen.’


      Outside the headquarters the bugles sounded the evening and the sun sank in magnificent crimson. Inside the quiet room the General paused a moment before plunging back into the paperwork that must be done before the dinner of roast mutton. Hogan, he thought, was right. If a miracle were needed to save the campaign, and it was, then the rogue he had just seen was the best man for the job. More than a rogue: a fighter, and a man who looked on failure as unthinkable. But a rogue, thought Wellington, a damned rogue all the same.

    

  


  
    
      CHAPTER 3


    


    
      Sharpe had spent the hour between leaving and returning to Wellington’s headquarters conjuring all kinds of quixotic answers to the mystery of what he was supposed to bring back to the General. Perhaps, he had thought as he stirred the Company into activity, it would be a new French secret weapon, something like the British Colonel Congreve’s rocket system, of which there were so many tales but so little evidence. Or, more fanciful still, perhaps the British had secretly offered refuge to Napoleon’s divorced Josephine, who might have smuggled herself to Spain to become a pawn in the high politics of the war. He was still wondering as he was shown into a large room of the headquarters, to find a reception committee, formal and strained, flanking a wretchedly embarrassed Lieutenant Ayres.


      The unctuous young Major smiled at Sharpe as though he were a valued and expected guest. ‘Ah, Captain Sharpe. You know the Provost Marshal, you’ve met Lieutenant Ayres, and this is Colonel Williams. Gentlemen?’ The Major made a delicate gesture as if inviting them all to sit down and take a glass of sherry. It seemed that Colonel Williams, plump and red-veined, was deputed to do the talking.


      ‘Disgraceful, Sharpe. Disgraceful!’


      Sharpe stared a fraction of an inch over Williams’s head and stopped himself from blinking. It was a useful way of discomfiting people, and, sure enough, Williams wavered from the apparent gaze and made a helpless gesture towards Lieutenant Ayres.


      ‘You imperilled his authority, overstepped your own. A disgrace!’


      ‘Yes, sir. I apologize!’


      ‘What?’ Williams seemed surprised at Sharpe’s sudden apology. Lieutenant Ayres was squirming with uneasiness, while the Provost Marshal seemed impatient to get the charade done. Williams cleared his throat, seemed to want his pound of flesh. ‘You apologize?’


      ‘Yes, sir. Unreservedly, sir. Terrible disgrace, sir. I utterly apologize, sir, regret my part very much, sir, as I’m sure Lieutenant Ayres does his.’


      Ayres, startled by a sudden smile from Sharpe, nodded hastily and agreed. ‘I do, sir. I do.’


      Williams whirled on his unfortunate Lieutenant. ‘What do you have to regret, Ayres? You mean there’s more to this than I thought?’


      The Provost Marshal sighed and scraped a boot on the floor. ‘I think the purpose of this meeting is over, gentlemen, and I have work to do.’ He looked at Sharpe. ‘Thank you, Captain, for your apology. We’ll leave you.’


      As they left, Sharpe could hear Colonel Williams interrogating Ayres as to why he should have any regrets, and Sharpe let a grin show on his face which widened into a broad smile as the door opened once more and Michael Hogan came into the room. The small Irishman shut the door carefully and smiled at Sharpe.


      ‘As graceful an apology as I expected from you. How are you?’


      They shook hands, pleasure on both their faces. The war, it turned out, was treating Hogan well. An engineer, he had been transferred to Wellington’s staff, and promoted. He spoke Portuguese and Spanish, and added to those skills was a common sense that was rare. Sharpe raised his eyebrows at Hogan’s elegant, new uniform.


      ‘So what do you do here?’


      ‘A bit of this and the other.’ Hogan beamed at him, paused, then sneezed violently. ‘Christ and St Patrick! Bloody Irish Blackguard!’


      Sharpe looked puzzled and Hogan held out his snuff-box. ‘Can’t get Scotch Rappee here, only Irish Blackguard. It’s like sniffing grapeshot straight up the nostrils.’


      ‘Give it up.’


      Hogan laughed. ‘I’ve tried; I can’t.’ His eyes watered as another sneeze gathered force. ‘God in heaven!’


      ‘So what do you do?’


      Hogan wiped a tear from his cheek. ‘Not so very much, Richard. I sort of find things out, about the enemy, you understand. And draw maps. Things like that. We call it “intelligence”, but it’s a fancy word for knowing a bit about the other fellow. And I have some duties in Lisbon.’ He waved a deprecating hand. ‘I get by.’


      Lisbon, where Josefina was. The thought struck Hogan as it came to Sharpe, and the small Irishman smiled and answered the unspoken question. ‘Aye, she’s well.’


      Josefina, whom Sharpe had loved so briefly, for whom he had killed, and who had left him for a cavalry officer. He still thought of her, remembered the few nights, but this was no time or place for that kind of memory. He pushed the thought of her away, the jealousy he had for Captain Claud Hardy, and changed the subject.


      ‘So what is this thing that I must bring back for the General?’


      Hogan leaned back. ‘Nervos belli, pecuniam infinitam.’


      ‘You know I don’t speak Spanish.’


      Hogan gave a gentle smile. ‘Latin, Richard, Latin. Your education was sadly overlooked. Cicero said it: “The sinews of war are unlimited money.”’


      ‘Money?’


      ‘Gold, to be precise. Bucketfuls of gold. A King’s bloody ransom, my dear Richard, and we want it. No, more than we want it, we need it. Without it—’ He did not finish the sentence, but just shrugged instead.


      ‘You’re joking, surely!’


      Hogan carefully lit another candle—the light beyond the windows was fading fast—and spoke quietly. ‘I wish I was. We’ve run out of money. You wouldn’t believe it, but there it is. Eighty-five million pounds is the war budget this year—can you imagine it?—and we’ve run out.’


      ‘Run out?’


      Hogan gave another shrug. ‘A new government in London, bloody English, demanding accounts. We’re paying all Portugal’s expenses, arming half the Spanish nation, and now we need it.’ He stressed the ‘we’. ‘It’s what, I think, you would call a local embarrassment. We need some money fast, in a matter of days. We could force it out of London in a couple of months, but that will be too long. We need it now.’


      ‘And if not?’


      ‘If not, Richard, the French will be in Lisbon and not all the money in the world will make any difference.’ He smiled. ‘So you go and get the money.’


      ‘I go and get the money.’ Sharpe grinned at the Irishman. ‘How? Steal it?’


      ‘Shall we say “borrow”?’ Hogan’s voice was serious. Sharpe said nothing and the Irishman sighed, leaned back. ‘There is a problem, Richard, which is that the gold belongs to the Spanish government, in a manner of speaking.’


      ‘What manner?’


      Hogan shrugged. ‘Who knows where the government is? Is it in Madrid, with the French? Or in Cádiz?’


      ‘And where’s the gold? Paris?’


      Hogan gave a tired smile. ‘Not quite that far. Two days’ march.’ His voice became formal, reciting instructions. ‘You leave tonight, march to Almeida. The crossing of the Coa is guarded by the Sixtieth; they’re expecting you. In Almeida you meet Major Kearsey. From then on you are under his orders. We expect you to take no longer than one week, and should you need help, which pray God you do not, here is all you’re going to get.’


      He pushed a piece of paper over the table. Sharpe unfolded it. Captain Sharpe is directed by my orders and all Officers of the Allied Armies are requested and instructed to offer Captain Sharpe any assistance he may require. The signature was a simple Wellington.


      ‘There’s no mention of gold?’ Sharpe had expected elucidation at this meeting. He seemed to find only more mysteries.


      ‘We didn’t think it wise to tell too many people about a great pile of gold that’s looking for an owner. It sort of encourages greed, if you follow me.’


      A moth flew crazy circles round the candle flames. Sharpe heard dogs barking in the town, the tramping of horses in the stables behind the headquarters.


      ‘So how much gold?’


      ‘Kearsey will tell you. It can be carried.’


      ‘Christ Almighty! Can’t you tell me anything?’


      Hogan smiled. ‘Not much. I’ll tell you this much, though.’ He leaned back, locked his fingers behind his head. ‘The war’s going bad, Richard. It’s not our fault. We need men, guns, horses, powder, everything. The enemy gets stronger. But there’s only one thing can save us now, and that’s this money.’


      ‘Why?’


      ‘I can’t tell you.’ Hogan sighed, pained by hiding something from a trusted friend. ‘We have something that is secret, Richard, and it must stay that way.’ He waved down an interruption. ‘It’s the biggest damned secret I’ve ever seen, and we don’t want anyone to know—anyone. You’ll know in the end, I promise you; everyone will. But for the moment, get the gold; pay for the secret.’


      They had marched at midnight. Hogan had waved them farewell, and now with the dawn bleaching the sky the Light Company was climbing the gorge of the river Coa towards the fortress town of Almeida. A shadowy picquet had waved them across the narrow, high bridge that spanned the river, and it had seemed to Sharpe, in that moment, that he was marching into the unknown. The road from the river zigzagged up the side of the gorge. Jagged rocks loomed over the path; the creeping dawn showed a savage landscape half hidden by mist from the water. The men were silent, saving their breath for the steep road.


      Almeida, a mile or so ahead, was like an island in French territory. It was a Portuguese fortress town, manned by the Portuguese army under British leaders, but the countryside around was in French hands. Soon, Sharpe knew, the French would have to take Almeida by siege, batter their way through its famous walls, storm the breach, drown the island in blood so they could march safely towards Lisbon. The sentries on the bridge had stamped their feet and waved at the dark hills. ‘No patrols yesterday. You should be all right.’


      The Light Company were not worried by the French. If Richard Sharpe wanted to lead them to Paris they would go, blindly confident that he would see them through, and they had grinned when he had told them they were to march behind the enemy patrols, across the Coa, across the river Agueda—for Hogan had known that much—and then back again. But something in Sharpe’s voice had been wrong; no one had said anything, but the knowledge was there that the Captain was worried. Harper had picked it up. He had marched alongside Sharpe as the road dropped towards the Coa, its surface still sticky from the rain.


      ‘What’s the problem, sir?’


      ‘There isn’t one.’ Sharpe’s tone had shut off the conversation, but he was remembering Hogan’s final words. Sharpe had been pushing and probing, trying for information that Hogan was not giving. ‘Why us? It sounds like a job for cavalry.’


      Hogan nodded. ‘The cavalry tried, and failed. Kearsey says the country’s not good for horses.’


      ‘But the French cavalry use it?’


      Another tired nod. ‘Kearsey says you’ll be all right.’ There was something constrained about Hogan’s voice.


      ‘You’re worried about it.’


      Hogan spread his hands. ‘We should have fetched the gold out days ago. The longer it’s there, the riskier it gets.’


      There had been a fraction of silence in the room. The moth had burned its wings, was flapping on the table, and Sharpe crushed it. ‘You don’t think we’ll succeed, do you.’ It was a statement, not a question.


      Hogan looked up from the dead moth. ‘No.’


      ‘So the war’s lost?’ Hogan nodded. Sharpe flicked the moth on to the floor. ‘But the General says there are other tricks up his sleeve. That this isn’t the only hope.’


      Hogan’s eyes were tired. ‘He has to say that.’


      Sharpe had stood up ‘So why the hell don’t you send three bloody regiments in? Four. Send the bloody army! Make sure you get the gold.’


      ‘It’s too far, Richard. There are no roads beyond Almeida. If we attract attention, then the French will be there before us. The regiments could never get across both rivers without a fight, and they’d be outnumbered. No. We’re sending you.’


      And now he was climbing the tight bends of the border road, watching the dull horizon for the telltale gleam of a drawn enemy sabre, and marching in the knowledge that he was expected to fail. He hoped Major Kearsey, who waited for the Company in Almeida, had more faith, but Hogan had been diffident about the Major. Sharpe had probed again. ‘Is he unreliable?’


      Hogan shook his head. ‘He’s one of the best, Richard, one of the very best. But he’s not exactly the man we’d have chosen for this job.’


      He had refused to elaborate. Kearsey, he had told Sharpe, was an exploring officer, one of the men who rode fast horses behind enemy lines, in full uniform, and sent back a stream of information, despatches captured from the French by the Partisans and maps of the countryside. It was Kearsey who had discovered the gold, informed Wellington, and only Kearsey knew its exact location. Kearsey, suitable or not, was the key to success.


      The road flattened on the high crest of the Coa’s east bank, and ahead, silhouetted in the dawn light, was Portugal’s northern fortress, Almeida. It dominated the countryside for miles around, a town built on a hill that rose to the huge bulk of a cathedral and a castle side by side. Below those buildings, massive and challenging, the thick-tiled houses fell away down the steep streets until they met Almeida’s real defences. In this early light, at this distance, it was the castle that impressed, with its four huge turrets and crenellated walls, but Sharpe knew that the high battlements had long been out of date, replaced by the low, grey ramparts that spread a vast, grim pattern round the town. He did not envy the French. They would have to attack across open ground, through a scientifically designed maze of ditches and hidden walls, and all the time they would be enfilladed by dozens of masked batteries that could pour canister and grape into the killing-ground between the long, sleek arms of the star-like fortifications. Almeida had been fortified, its defences rebuilt only seven years before, and the old, redundant castle looked down on the modern, unglamorous, granite monster that was designed only to lure, to trap, and to destroy.


      Closer, the defences seemed less threatening. It was an illusion. The old days of sheer, high walls were past and the best modern fortresses were surrounded by smooth hummocks, like the ones the Light Company approached, that were so gently sloping that even a cripple could walk up without losing breath. The hummocks were there to deflect the besiegers’ cannon shots, to send the balls and shells ricocheting into the air, over the defences, so that when the infantry attacked, up the gentle, innocent grass slopes, they would find the murderous traps intact. At the top of that slope was hidden a vast ditch, at the far side of which was a granite-faced wall, topped by belching guns, and even if that were taken there was another behind, and another, and Sharpe was glad he was not summoning the strength to attack a fortress like this. It would come, he knew, because before the French were spat out of Spain the British would have to take towns like this, and he pushed away the thought. Sufficient unto the day was that evil.


      The Portuguese defenders were as impressive as their walls. The Company marched through the first gate, a tunnel that took two right turns beneath the first massive wall, and Sharpe was pleased at the look of the Portuguese. They were nothing like the shambles that had called itself the army of Spain. The Portuguese looked confident, with the arrogance of soldiers secure in their own strength and unafraid of the French storm that would soon lap round the walls of their huge, granite star. The town’s steep streets were virtually empty of civilians, most of the houses barred shut, and to Sharpe it was as if Almeida were waiting, empty, for some great event. It was certainly prepared. From the guns on the inner walls to the bales of food stacked in courtyards, the fortress was supplied and ready. It was Portugal’s front door and Masséna would need all his fox-like cunning and strength to open it.


      Brigadier Cox, the English Commander of the garrison, had his headquarters at the top of the hill, but Sharpe found him outside, in the main Plaza, watching his men roll barrels of gunpowder into the door of the cathedral. Cox, tall and distinguished, returned Sharpe’s salute.


      ‘Honoured, Sharpe, honoured. Heard about Talavera.’


      ‘Thank you, sir.’ He glanced at the barrels going into the dark interior of the cathedral. ‘You seem well prepared.’


      Cox nodded happily. ‘We are, Sharpe, we are. Filled to the gunwales and ready to go.’ He nodded at the cathedral. ‘That’s our magazine.’


      Sharpe showed his surprise and Cox laughed. ‘The best defences in Portugal and nowhere to store the ammunition. Can you imagine that? Luckily they built that cathedral to last. Walls like Windsor Castle and crypts like dungeons. Hey presto, a magazine. No, I can’t complain, Sharpe. Plenty of guns, plenty of ammunition. We should hold the Froggies up for a couple of months.’ He looked speculatively at Sharpe’s faded green jacket. ‘I could do with some prime Riflemen, though.’


      Sharpe could see his Company being ordered on to the main ramparts and he swiftly changed the subject. ‘I understand I’m to report to Major Kearsey, sir.’


      ‘Ah! Our exploring officer! You’ll find him in the place nearest to God.’ Cox laughed.


      Sharpe was puzzled. ‘I’m sorry, sir?’


      ‘Top of the castle, Sharpe. Can’t miss it, right by the telegraph. Your lads can get breakfast in the castle.’


      ‘Thank you, sir.’


      Sharpe climbed the winding stairs of the mast-topped turret and, as he came into the early sunlight, understood Cox’s reference to nearness to God. Beyond the wooden telegraph with its four motionless bladders, identical to the arrangement in Celorico, Sharpe saw a small man on his knees, an open Bible lying next to a telescope at his side. Sharpe coughed and the small man opened a fierce, battling eye.


      ‘Yes?’


      ‘Sharpe, sir. South Essex.’


      Kearsey nodded, shut the eye, and went back to his prayers, his lips moving at double speed until he had finished. Then he took a deep breath, smiled at the sky as if his duty were done, and turned an abruptly fierce expression on Sharpe. ‘Kearsey.’ He stood up, his spurs clicking on the stones. The cavalryman was a foot shorter than Sharpe, but he seemed to compensate for his lack of height with a look of Cromwellian fervour and rectitude. ‘Pleased to meet you, Sharpe.’ His voice was gruff and he did not sound in the least pleased. ‘Heard about Talavera, of course. Well done.’


      ‘Thank you, sir.’ Kearsey had succeeded in making the compliment sound as if it had come from a man who had personally captured two or three dozen Eagles and was encouraging an apprentice. The Major closed his Bible.


      ‘Do you pray, Sharpe?’


      ‘No, sir.’


      ‘A Christian?’


      It seemed a strange conversation to be having on the verge of losing the whole war, but Sharpe knew of other officers like this who carried their faith to war like an extraordinary weapon.


      ‘I suppose so, sir.’


      Kearsey snorted. ‘Don’t suppose! Either you’re washed in the blood of the Lamb or not. I’ll talk to you later about it.’


      ‘Yes, sir. Something to look forward to.’


      Kearsey glared at Sharpe, but decided to believe him. ‘Glad you’re here, Sharpe. We can get going. You know what we’re doing?’ He did not wait for an answer. ‘One day’s march to Casatejada, pick up the gold, escort it back to British lines, and send it on its way. Clear?’


      ‘No, sir.’


      Kearsey had already started walking towards the staircase, and, hearing Sharpe’s words, he stopped abruptly, swivelled, and looked up at the Rifleman. The Major was wearing a long, black cloak, and in the first light he looked like a malevolent small bat.


      ‘What don’t you understand?’


      ‘Where the gold is, who it belongs to, how we get it out, where it’s going, do the enemy know, why us and not cavalry, and most of all, sir, what it’s going to be used for.’


      ‘Used for?’ Kearsey looked puzzled. ‘Used for? None of your business, Sharpe.’


      ‘So I understand, sir.’


      Kearsey was walking back to the battlement. ‘Used for! It’s Spanish gold. They can do what they like with it. They can buy more gaudy statues for their Romish churches, if they want to, but they won’t.’ He started barking, and Sharpe realized, after a moment’s panic, that the Major was laughing. ‘They’ll buy guns, Sharpe, to kill the French.’


      ‘I thought the gold was for us, sir. The British.’


      Kearsey sounded like a dog coughing, Sharpe decided, and he watched as Kearsey almost doubled over with his strange laugh. ‘Forgive me, Sharpe. For us? What a strange idea. It’s Spanish gold, belongs to them. Not for us at all! Oh, no! We’re just delivering it safely to Lisbon and the Royal Navy will ship it down to Cádiz.’ Kearsey started his strange barking again, repeating to himself, ‘For us! For us!’


      Sharpe decided it was not the time, or place, to enlighten the Major. It did not matter much what Kearsey thought, as long as the gold was taken safely back over the river Coa. ‘Where is it now, sir?’


      ‘I told you. Casatejada.’ Kearsey bristled at Sharpe, as though he resented giving away precious information, but then he seemed to relent and sat on the edge of the telegraph platform and riffled the pages of his Bible as he talked. ‘It’s Spanish gold. Sent by the government to Salamanca to pay the army. The army gets defeated, remember? So the Spaniards have a problem. Lot of money in the middle of nowhere, no army, and the countryside crawling with the French. Luckily a good man got hold of the gold, told me, and I came up with the solution.’


      ‘The Royal Navy.’


      ‘Precisely! We send the gold back to the government in Cádiz.’


      ‘Who’s the “good man”, sir?’


      ‘Ah. Cesar Moreno. A fine man, Sharpe. He leads a guerrilla band. He brought the gold from Salamanca.’


      ‘How much, sir?’


      ‘Sixteen thousand coins.’


      The amount meant nothing to Sharpe. It depended how much each coin weighed. ‘Why doesn’t Moreno bring it over the border, sir?’


      Kearsey stroked his grey moustache, twitched at his cloak, and seemed unsettled by the question. He looked fiercely at Sharpe, as if weighing up whether to say more, and then sighed. ‘Problems, Sharpe, problems. Moreno’s band is small and he’s joined up with another group, a bigger group, and the new man doesn’t want us to help. This man’s marrying Moréno’s daughter, has a lot of influence, and he’s our problem. He thinks we just want to steal the gold! Can you imagine that?’ Sharpe could, very well, and he suspected that Wellington had more than imagined it. Kearsey slapped at a fly. ‘Wasn’t helped by our failure two weeks ago.’


      ‘Failure?’


      Kearsey looked unhappy. ‘Cavalry, Sharpe. My own regiment, too. We sent fifty men and they got caught.’ He chopped his hand up and down as if it were a sabre. ‘Fifty. So we lost face to the Spanish. They don’t trust us, and they think we’re losing the war and planning to take their gold. El Católico wants to move the gold by land, but I’ve persuaded them to give us one more chance!’


      After a dearth of information Sharpe was suddenly being deluged with new facts. ‘El Católico, sir?’


      ‘I told you! The new man. Marrying Moreno’s daughter.’


      ‘But why El Católico?’


      A stork flapped its way up into the sky, legs back, long wings edged with black, and Kearsey watched it for a second or two.


      ‘Ah! See what you mean. The Catholic. He prays over his victims before he kills them. The Latin prayer for the dead. Just as a joke, of course.’ The Major sounded gloomy. His fingers riffled the pages as if he were drawing strength from the psalms and stories that were beneath his fingertips. ‘He’s a dangerous man, Sharpe. Ex-officer, knows how to fight, and he doesn’t want us to be involved.’


      Sharpe took a deep breath, walked to the battlement, and stared at the rocky northern landscape. ‘So, sir. The gold is a day’s march from here, guarded by Moreno and El Católico, and our job is to fetch it, persuade them to let us take it, and escort it safely over the border.’


      ‘Quite right.’


      ‘What’s to stop Moreno already taking it, sir? I mean, while you’re here.’


      Kearsey gave a single snorting bark. ‘Thought of that, Sharpe. Left a man there, one of the Regiment, good man. He’s keeping an eye on things, keeping the Partisans sweet.’ Kearsey stood up and, in the growing heat of the sun, shrugged off his cloak. His uniform was blue with a pelisse of silver lace and grey fur. At his side was the polished-steel scabbard of the curved sabre. It was the uniform of the Prince of Wales Dragoons, of Claud Hardy, of Josefina’s lover, Sharpe’s usurper. Kearsey pushed the Bible into his slung sabretache. ‘Moreno trusts us; it’s only El Católico we have to worry about, and he likes Hardy. I think it will be all right.’


      ‘Hardy?’ Sharpe had somehow sensed it, the feeling of an incomplete story.


      ‘That’s right.’ Kearsey glanced sharply at the Rifleman. ‘Captain Claud Hardy. You know him?’


      ‘No, sir.’


      Which was true. He had never met him, just watched Josefina walk away to Hardy’s side. He had thought that the rich young cavalry officer was in Lisbon, dancing away the nights, and instead he was here! Waiting a day’s march away. He stared westward, away from Kearsey, at the deep, dark-shadowed gorge of the Coa that slashed across the landscape. Kearsey stamped his feet.


      ‘Anything else, Sharpe?’


      ‘No, sir.’


      ‘Good. We march tonight. Nine o’clock.’


      Sharpe turned back. ‘Yes, sir.’


      ‘One rule, Sharpe. I know the country, you don’t, so no questions, just instant obedience.’


      ‘Yes, sir.’


      ‘Company prayers at sunset, unless the Froggies interfere.’


      ‘Yes, sir.’ Good Lord!


      Kearsey returned Sharpe’s salute. ‘Nine o’clock, then. At the north gate!’ He turned and clattered down the winding stairs and Sharpe went back to the battlement, leaned on the granite, and stared unseeing at the huge sprawl of defences beneath him.


      Josefina. Hardy. He squeezed the silver ring, engraved with an eagle, which she had bought for him before the battle, but which had been her parting gift when the killing had finished along the banks of the Portina stream north of Talavera. He had tried to forget her, to tell himself she was not worth it, and as he looked up at the rough countryside to the north he tried to force his mind away from her, to think of the gold, of El Católico, the praying killer, and Cesar Moreno. But to do the job with Josefina’s lover? God damn it!


      A midshipman, far from the sea, came on to the turret to man the telegraph, and he looked curiously at the tall, dark-haired Rifleman with the scarred face. He looked, the midshipman decided, a dangerous beast, and he watched as a big, tanned hand fidgeted with the hilt of an enormous, straight-bladed sword.


      ‘She’s a bitch!’ Sharpe said.


      ‘Pardon, sir?’ The midshipman, fifteen years old, was frightened.


      Sharpe turned, unaware he had been joined. ‘Nothing, son, nothing.’ He grinned at the bemused boy. ‘Gold for greed, women for jealousy, and death for the French. Right?’


      ‘Yes, sir. Of course, sir.’


      The boy watched the tall man go down the stairs. Once he had wanted to join the army, years before, but his father had simply looked up and said that anyone who joined the army was stark mad. He started untying the ropes that secured the bladders. His father, as ever, had been undoubtedly right.

    

  


  
    
      CHAPTER 4


    


    
      On foot Kearsey was busy and, to Sharpe’s eyes, ludicrous. He strutted with tiny steps, legs scissoring quickly, while his eyes, above the big, grey moustache, peered acutely at the mass of taller humanity. On horseback, though, astride his huge roan, he was at home as if he had been restored to his true height. Sharpe was impressed by the night’s march. The moon was thin and cloud-ridden, yet the Major led the Company unerringly across difficult country. They crossed the frontier somewhere in the darkness, a grunt from Kearsey announcing the news, and then the route led downhill to the river Agueda, where they waited for the first sign of dawn.


      If Kearsey was impressive he was also annoying. The march had been punctuated with advice, condescending advice, as if Kearsey were the only man who understood the problems. He certainly knew the countryside, from the farmlands along the road from Almeida to Ciudad Rodrigo, to the high country that was to the north, the chaos of the valleys and hills that dropped finally to the river Duero, into which the Coa and the Agueda flowed. He knew the villages, the paths, the rivers and where they could be crossed; he knew the high hills and the sheltered passes, and within the lonely countryside he knew the guerrilla bands and where they could be found. Sitting in the mist that ghosted up from the Agueda, he talked, in his gruff voice, about the Partisans. Sharpe and Knowles listened, the unseen river a sound in the background, as the Major talked of ambushes and murders, the secret places where arms were stored, and the signal codes that flashed from hilltop to hilltop.


      ‘Nothing can move here, Sharpe, nothing, without the Partisans knowing. The French have to escort every messenger with four hundred men. Imagine that? Four hundred sabres to protect one despatch and sometimes even that’s not enough.’


      Sharpe could imagine it, and even pity the French for it. Wellington paid hard cash for every captured despatch; sometimes they came to his headquarters with the crusted blood of the dead messenger still crisp on the paper. The messenger who died clean in such a fight was lucky. The wounded were taken not for the information but for revenge, and the war in the hills between French and Spanish was a terrible tale of ghastly pain. Kearsey was riffling the pages of his unseen Bible as he talked.


      ‘By day the men are shepherds, farmers, millers, but by night they’re killers. For every Frenchman we kill, they kill two. Think what it’s like for the French, Sharpe. Every man, every woman, every child, is an enemy in the countryside. Even the catechism has changed. “Are the French true believers?” “No, they are the devil’s spawn, doing his work, and must be eradicated.”’ He gave his barking laugh.


      Knowles stretched his legs. ‘Do the women fight, sir?’


      ‘They fight, Lieutenant, like the men. Moreno’s daughter, Teresa, is as good as any man. She knows how to ambush, to pursue. I’ve seen her kill.’


      Sharpe looked up and saw the mist silvering overhead as the dawn leaked across the hills. ‘Is she the one who’s to marry El Católico?’


      Kearsey laughed. ‘Yes.’ He was silent for a second. ‘They’re not all good, of course. Some are just brigands, looting their own people.’ He was silent again. Knowles picked up his uncertainty.


      ‘Do you mean El Católico, sir?’


      ‘No.’ Kearsey still seemed uncertain. ‘But he’s a hard man. I’ve seen him skin a Frenchman alive, inch by inch, and praying over him at the same time.’ Knowles made a sound of disgust, but Kearsey, visible now, shook his head. ‘You must understand, Lieutenant, how much they hate. Teresa’s mother was killed by the French and she did not die well.’ He peered down at the Bible, trying to read the print, then looked up at the lightening mist. ‘We must move. Casatejada’s a two-hour march.’ He stood up. ‘You’ll find it best to tie your boots round your neck as we cross the river.’


      ‘Yes, sir.’ Sharpe said it patiently. He had probably crossed a thousand rivers in his years as a soldier, but Kearsey insisted on treating them all as pure amateurs.


      Once over the Agueda, waist-high and cold, they were beyond the farthest British patrols. From now on there was no hope of any friendly cavalry, no Captain Lossow with his German sabres, to help out in trouble. This was French territory, and Kearsey rode ahead, searching the landscape for signs of the enemy. The hills were the French hunting-ground, the scene of countless small and bloody encounters between cavalrymen and Partisans, and Kearsey led the Light Company on paths high up the slopes so that should an enemy patrol appear they could scramble quickly into the high rocks where horsemen could not follow. The Company seemed excited, glad to be near the enemy, and they grinned at Sharpe as he watched them file past on the goat track.


      He had only twenty Riflemen now, including himself and Harper, out of the thirty-one survivors he had led from the horror of the retreat to Corunna. They were good men, the Green Jackets, the best in the army, and he was proud of them. Daniel Hagman, the old poacher, who was the best marksman. Parry Jenkins, five feet and four inches of Welsh loquaciousness, who could tease fish out of the most reluctant water. Jenkins, in battle, partnered Isaiah Tongue, educated in books and alcohol, who believed Napoleon was an enlightened genius, England a foul tyranny, but nevertheless fought with the cool deliberation of a good Rifleman. Tongue wrote letters for the other men in the Company, read their infrequent mail when it arrived, and dearly wanted to argue his levelling ideas with Sharpe, but dared not. They were good men.


      The other thirty-three were all Redcoats, armed with the smoothbore Brown Bess musket, but they had proved themselves at Talavera and in the tedious winter patrols. Lieutenant Knowles, still awed by Sharpe, but a good officer, decisive and fair. Sharpe nodded at James Kelly, an Irish Corporal, who had stunned the Battalion by marrying Pru Baxter, a widow who was a foot taller and two stones heavier than the skinny Kelly, but the Irishman had hardly stopped smiling in the three months since the marriage. Sergeant Read, the Methodist, who worried about the souls of the Company, and so he should. Most were criminals, avoiding justice by enlisting, and nearly all were drunks, but they were in Sharpe’s Company and he would defend them, even the useless ones like Private Batten or Private Roach, who pimped his wife for a shilling a time.


      Sergeant Harper, the best of them all, moved alongside Sharpe. Next to the seven-barrelled gun he had slung two packs belonging to men who were falling with tiredness after the night’s march. He nodded ahead. ‘What’s next, sir?’


      ‘We pick up the gold and come back. Simple.’


      Harper grinned. In battle he was savage, crooning the old stories of the Gaelic heroes, the warriors of Ireland, but away from the fighting he covered his intelligence with a charm that would have fooled the devil. ‘You believe that, sir?’


      Sharpe had no time to reply. Kearsey had stopped, two hundred yards ahead, and dismounted. He pointed left, up the slope, and Sharpe repeated the gesture. The Company moved quickly into the stones and crouched while Sharpe, still puzzled, ran towards the Major. ‘Sir?’


      Kearsey did not reply. The Major was alert, like a dog pointing at game, but Sharpe could see from his eyes that Kearsey was not sure what had alarmed him. Instinct, the soldier’s best gift, was working, and Sharpe, who trusted his own instinct, could sense nothing. ‘Sir?’


      The Major nodded at a hilltop, half a mile away. ‘See the stones?’


      Sharpe could see a heap of boulders on the peak of the hill. ‘Yes, sir.’


      ‘There’s a white stone showing, yes?’ Sharpe nodded, and Kearsey seemed relieved that his eyes had not deceived him. ‘That means the enemy are abroad. Come on.’


      The Major led his horse, Marlborough, into the tangle of rocks, and Sharpe followed patiently, wondering how many other secret signs they had passed in the night. The Company were curious, but silent, and Kearsey led them over the crest, into a rock-strewn valley, and then eastwards again, back on course for the village where the gold should be waiting.


      ‘They won’t be up here, Sharpe.’ The Major sounded certain.


      Where, then?


      Kearsey nodded ahead, past the head of the valley. He looked worried. ‘Casatejada.’


      To the north, over the hilltops, a bank of cloud was ominous and still on the horizon, but otherwise the sky was arching an untouched blue over the pale grass and rocks. To Sharpe’s eyes there was nothing strange in the landscape. A rock thrush, startled and noisy, flew from the Company’s path, and Sharpe saw Harper smile with enjoyment. The Sergeant could have spent his life watching birds, but he gave the thrush only a few seconds’ attention before searching the skyline again. Everything seemed innocent, a high valley in morning sunshine, yet the whole Company was alert because of the Major’s sudden knowledge.


      A mile up the valley, as the sides began to flatten out into a bleak hilltop, Kearsey tethered Marlborough to a rock. He talked to the horse and Sharpe knew that on many lonely days, behind French lines, the small Major would have only the big, intelligent roan for company. The Major turned back to Sharpe, the gruffness back in his voice. ‘Come on. Keep low.’


      The skyline proved to be a false crest. Beyond was a gully, shaped like a bowl, and as Sharpe ran over the lip he realized that Kearsey had brought them to a vantage point high in the hills that was overlooked only by the peak with its white, warning stone. It was a steep scramble over the edge, impossible for a horse, and the Company tumbled into the bowl and sat, grateful for the rest, as Kearsey beckoned Sharpe to the far side. ‘Keep low!’ The two officers used hands and feet to climb the bowl’s inner face and then they were peering over the edge. ‘Casatejada.’ Kearsey spoke almost grudgingly, as if not wanting to share this high and secret village with another Englishman.


      Casatejada was beautiful: a small village in a high valley that was built where two streams met and irrigated enough land to keep forty or so houses filled with food. Sharpe began to memorize the layout of the village, two miles away, from the old fortress-tower at one end of the main street, a reminder that this was border country, past the church, to the one large house at the far end of the street. He dared not use his telescope, pointing it eastwards towards the rising sun that might flash on the lens, but even without it, he could see that the house was built round a lavish courtyard and that within its outer walls were stables and outbuildings. He asked Kearsey about the house.


      ‘Moreno’s house, Sharpe.’


      ‘He’s rich?’


      Kearsey shrugged. ‘Used to be. The family own the whole valley and a lot of other land. But who’s rich with the French here?’ Kearsey’s eyes flicked left, down the street. ‘The castillo. Ruins now, but they used to take refuge there from the raids over the hills.’


      There were no animals in sight, no humans, just the wind stirring the barley that should have been harvested. The single village street was empty and Sharpe let his eyes travel beyond the church, across a flat pasture to some stunted fruit trees, and there, half hidden by the orchard, was another church and a bell-tower.


      ‘What’s the far church?’


      ‘Hermitage.’


      ‘Hermitage?’


      Kearsey grunted. ‘Some holy man lived there, long ago, and they built the shrine. It’s not used now, except that the graveyard’s there.’ Sharpe could see the walled cemetery through the trees. Kearsey nodded at the hermitage. ‘That’s where the gold is.’


      ‘Where’s it hidden?’


      ‘In the Moreno vault, inside the hermitage.’


      The village street ran left and right across Sharpe’s vision. To the right, to the south, the street became a road that disappeared in the purple shadows at the far end of the valley, miles away, but to the left the road came nearer to the hills before disappearing into the slopes. He pointed.


      ‘Where does it go?’


      ‘Ford at San Anton.’ Kearsey was chewing his grey moustache, glancing up at the white stone on the hilltop, back to the village. ‘They must be there.’


      ‘Who?’


      ‘The French.’


      Nothing moved, except the wind on the heavy barley. Kearsey’s eyes flicked up and down the valley. ‘An ambush.’


      ‘What do you mean, sir?’ Sharpe was beginning to understand that in this kind of warfare he knew nothing.


      Kearsey spoke quietly. ‘The weathervane on the church. It’s moving. When the Partisans are in the village they jam it with a metal rod so you know they’re there. There are no animals. The French have butchered them for food. They’re waiting, Sharpe, in the village, and they want the Partisans to think they’ve gone.’


      ‘Will they?’


      Kearsey gave his asthmatic bark. ‘No. They’re too clever. The French can wait all day.’


      ‘And us, sir?’


      Kearsey flashed one of his fierce glances on Sharpe. ‘We wait, too.’


      The men had piled their arms on the floor of the bowl, and as the sun rose they used the weapons to support spread greatcoats to give themselves shade. The water in the canteens was brackish but drinkable, and the Company grumbled because, before leaving Almeida, Sharpe, Harper and Knowles had virtually stripped each man and taken away twelve bottles of wine and two of rum. Even so, Sharpe knew, someone would have drink, but not enough to do any harm. The sun’s heat increased, baking the rocks, while most of the Company slept, heads pillowed on haversacks, and single sentries watched the empty landscape around the hidden gully. Sharpe was frustrated. He could climb the gully’s rim, see where the gold was stored, see where the survival of the army was hidden in a seemingly uninhabited valley, yet he could do nothing. As midday approached he slept.


      ‘Sir!’ Harper was shaking him. ‘We’ve got action.’


      He had slept no more than fifteen minutes. ‘Action?’


      ‘In the valley, sir.’


      The Company were stirring, looking eagerly at Sharpe, but he waved them down. They must stifle their curiosity and watch, instead, as Sharpe and Harper climbed up beside Kearsey and Knowles on the rock rim. Kearsey was grinning. ‘Watch this.’


      From the north, from a track that led down from high pastures, five horsemen trotted slowly towards the village. Kearsey had his telescope extended and Sharpe found his own. ‘Partisans, sir?’


      Kearsey nodded. ‘Three of them.’


      Sharpe pulled out his glass, his fingers feeling the inset brass plate, and found the small group of horsemen. The Spaniards rode, straight-backed and easy, looking relaxed and comfortable, but their two companions were quite different. Naked men, tied to the saddles, and through the glass Sharpe could see their heads jerking with fear as they wondered what was to happen to them.


      ‘Prisoners.’ Kearsey said the word fiercely.


      ‘What’s going to happen?’ Knowles was fidgeting.


      ‘Wait.’ Kearsey was still grinning.


      Nothing stirred in the village. If the French were there they were well hidden. Kearsey chuckled. ‘The ambushers ambushed!’


      The horsemen had stopped. Sharpe swung the glass back. One Spaniard held the reins of the prisoners’ horses while the others dismounted. The naked men were pulled from their saddles and the ropes that had tied their legs beneath the horses’ bellies were used to lash their ankles tightly together. Then more rope was produced, thick loops hanging from the Partisans’ saddles, and the two Frenchmen were tied behind the horses. Knowles had borrowed Sharpe’s telescope and beneath his tan he paled, shocked by the sight.


      ‘They won’t run far,’ the Lieutenant said half in hope.


      Kearsey shook his head. ‘They will.’


      Sharpe took the glass back. The Partisans were unfastening their saddle-bags, going back to the horses with the roped men. ‘What are they doing, sir?’


      ‘Thistles.’


      Sharpe understood. Along the paths and in the high rocks huge purple thistles grew, often as high as a man, and the Spanish, a horse at a time, were thrusting the heads of the spiny plants beneath the empty saddles. The first horse began fighting, rearing up, but was held firm, until with a final crack over its rump the beast was released and it sprung off, infuriated by the pain, the prisoner jerked by the legs and scraped in a cloud of dust behind the angry horse.


      The second horse followed, pulling left and right, zigzagging behind the first towards the village. The three Spaniards mounted and stood their horses quietly. One had a long cigar, and through the telescope Sharpe saw the smoke drift over the fields.


      ‘Good God.’ Knowles stared unbelieving.


      ‘No need for blasphemy.’ Kearsey’s gruff reprimand did not hide the excitement in his voice.


      The two naked, tied men were invisible in the dust, but, as the horses swerved at a rock, Sharpe caught a glimpse, a flash through the cloud, of a body streaked red, and then the horse was running again. By now the Frenchmen would be unconscious, the pain gone, but the Partisans had guessed right and Sharpe saw the first movement in the village as the gates of Cesar Moreno’s big house were thrown open and cavalry, hidden all morning, rode on to the street. Sharpe saw sky-blue trousers, brown jackets, and the tall fur helmet. ‘Hussars.’


      ‘Wait. This is the clever bit.’ Kearsey could not hide this admiration.


      The Hussars, sabres drawn, cantered down the street to meet the two horses with their terrible attachments. It seemed that the Spanish plan was to end in anti-climax, for the Hussars would rescue the two bloody and battered Frenchmen at the northern end of the village, but then the two horses became aware of the cavalry. They stopped.


      ‘Jesus,’ Harper muttered. He was using Sharpe’s glass. ‘One of those buggers is moving.’


      Sharpe could see him. Far from unconscious, one of the two naked Frenchmen was trying to sit up, a writhing mass of blood, but suddenly he was whirled back to the roadway, wrenched terribly about, and the horses were moving, away from the Hussars, splitting apart in a mad, panicked gallop. Kearsey nodded in satisfaction. ‘They won’t go near French cavalry, not unless they’re ridden. They’re too used to running from it.’


      There was chaos in the valley. The horses, with their thistle-driven pain, circled crazily in the fields; the Hussars, all order gone, tried to ride them down, and the nearer the French came to them the more the Spanish horses took the disorganized mass northwards. Sharpe guessed there were a hundred Frenchmen, in undisciplined groups, crossing and recrossing the fields. He looked back to the village, saw more horsemen standing in the street, watching the chase, and he wondered how he would feel if those two bodies were his men, and he knew that he would do what the French were doing: try to rescue them.


      ‘Good.’ Knowles seemed to have sided, instinctively, with the French.


      One of the horses had been caught and quieted, and dismounted French cavalrymen were unbuckling the girth and untying the prisoner. A trumpet sounded, calling order to the scattered Hussars who still raced after the other horse, and at that exact moment, as the trumpet notes reached the gully, El Católico launched his own horsemen from the northern hills. They came down on to the scattered and outnumbered French in a long line, blacks and browns and greys, swords of all descriptions held over their heads, the dust spurting behind them, while from the rocks on the hillside Sharpe saw muskets firing over their heads at the surprised French.


      Kearsey almost jumped over the rim with joy. His fist slammed into the rock. ‘Perfect!’


      The ambushers had been ambushed.

    

  


  
    
      CHAPTER 5


    


    
      El Católico, the Catholic, led the horsemen from the cover of the hills, and Sharpe found him in the telescope. Kearsey barked out a description, but even without it Sharpe would have recognized the tall man as the leader. ‘Grey cloak, grey boots, long rapier, black horse.’


      Kearsey was thumping his fist on the rock, willing the Partisans on, closer and closer to the wheeling French. Sharpe scanned the guerrilla line, looking for the blue and silver of a Prince of Wales Dragoon, but he could see no sign of Captain Hardy. He remembered Kearsey saying that El Católico’s fiancée, Teresa, fought like a man, but he could see no woman in the charging line, just men screaming defiance as the first horses met and the swords chopped down on the outnumbered French.


      In the village the trumpets split the quiet; men scrambled on to nervous mounts, sabres hissed from scabbards, but El Católico was no fool. He was not going to fight a regiment and lose. Sharpe saw him waving at his men, turning them back, and the Rifleman searched with the telescope in the obscuring dust for clues to what was happening. The French had been hard-punished. Outnumbered two to one, they had fallen back, taking casualties, and the Spanish charge had given them no time to form a disciplined line. Sharpe saw prisoners, dragged by the arms, going back with the horsemen who had been disciplined, presumably by El Católico, to make the one killing charge and then get out of danger’s way. Sharpe admired the action. The French had been baited, had fallen for the lure, and then been savagely hurt in one quick charge. It was hardly two minutes since the Spanish had appeared and already, hidden by dust, they were returning to the hills and taking with them more prisoners whose fate would be worse than that of the two men who had drawn the Hussars from the safety of the village walls. One man alone stayed in the valley.


      El Católico stood his horse and watched the Hussars stretching out from the village. Closer to him were the survivors of the Spanish charge and they now spurred their horses to attack the lone Partisan. El Católico seemed unconcerned. He urged his horse into a canter, away from the safety of the hills, circled in the uncut barley and looked over his shoulder as the French came close. A dozen men were chasing him, leaning over their horses’ manes, sabres stretched out, and it was certain that the tall Partisan leader must be taken until, at the last moment, his horse sidestepped, the thin rapier flashed, one Frenchman was down and the big, black horse with its grey rider was in full gallop to the north and the Hussars were milling in uncertainty where their leader lay dead. Sharpe whistled softly.


      Kearsey smiled. ‘He’s the finest swordsman on the border. Probably in Spain. I’ve seen him take on four Frenchmen and he never stopped saying the prayer for their death.’


      Sharpe stared into the valley. A hundred horsemen had ridden out to rescue the two prisoners and now two dozen of the Hussars were dead or captured. The Partisans had lost none; the speed of their charge and withdrawal had ensured that, and their leader, staying till the end, had slapped French pride in the face. The black horse was cantering to the hills, its strength obvious, and the French would never catch El Católico.


      Kearsey slid down from the skyline. ‘That’s how it’s done.’


      Sharpe nodded. ‘Impressive. Except for one thing.’


      The fierce eyebrow shot up. ‘What?’


      ‘What are the French doing in the village?’


      Kearsey shrugged. ‘Clearing out a hornet’s nest.’ He waved southwards. ‘Remember their main road is down there. All the supplies for the siege of Almeida go through this area, and when they invade Portugal proper, then everything will come through here. They don’t want Partisans in their rear. They’re clearing them out, or trying to.’


      The answer made sense to Sharpe, but he was worried. ‘And the gold, sir?’


      ‘It’s hidden.’


      ‘And Hardy?’


      Kearsey was annoyed by the questions. ‘He’ll be somewhere, Sharpe; I don’t know. At least El Católico’s here, so we’re not friendless!’ He gave his bark of a laugh and then pulled at his moustache. ‘I think it would be sensible to let him know we’ve arrived.’ He slid down the inner side of the gully. ‘Keep your men here, Sharpe. I’ll ride to El Católico.’


      Knowles looked worried. ‘Isn’t that dangerous, sir?’


      Kearsey gave the Lieutenant a pitying look. ‘I was not planning to go through the village, Lieutenant.’ He gestured towards the north. ‘I’ll go round the back. I’ll see you again tonight sometime, probably late. Don’t light any fires!’ He strode away, small legs urgent, and Harper waited till he was out of earshot.


      ‘What did he think we were going to do? Borrow a light from the French?’ He looked at Sharpe and raised his eyebrows. ‘Bloody muddle, sir.’


      ‘Yes.’


      But it was not too bad, Sharpe decided. The French could not stay forever; the Partisans would be back in the village, and then there was only the small problem of persuading El Católico to let the British ‘escort’ the gold towards Lisbon. He turned back towards the valley, watched as the Hussars walked their horses disconsolately towards the village, one of them bearing the bloody horror that had been one of the naked prisoners, then raised his eyes and looked at the hermitage. It was a pity it was the far side of the valley, beyond the village, or else he would have been tempted to search the place that night, Kearsey or no Kearsey. The idea refused to go away and he lay there, the sun hot on his back, and thought of a dozen reasons why he should not make the attempt, and one huge, overriding reason why he should.


      The valley settled in peace. The sun burned down on the grass, turning it a paler brown, and still, on the northern horizon, the great cloud bank loomed. There would be rain in a couple of days, Sharpe thought, and then he went back to the route he had planned in his head, down the slope to the road that led to the ford at San Anton, proceed to the big rock that would be a natural marker and then follow the edge of the barley field as far as the stunted fruit trees. Beyond the trees was another barley field that would give good cover and from there it was just fifty yards of open ground to the cemetery and the hermitage. And if the hermitage were locked? He dismissed the idea. A dozen men in the Company had once earned a living by opening up locks they had no right to be near; a lock was no problem, but then there was the task of finding the gold. Kearsey had said it was in the Moreno vault, which should be easy enough to find, and he let his imagination play with the idea of finding the gold in the middle of the night, just two hundred yards from a French regiment, and bringing it safely back to the gully by daybreak. Harper lay beside him, thinking the same thoughts.


      ‘They won’t move out the village, sir. Not at night.’


      ‘No.’


      ‘Be a bit difficult finding our way.’


      Sharpe pointed to the route he had planned. ‘Hagman will lead.’


      Harper nodded. Daniel Hagman had an uncanny ability to find his way in the darkness. Sharpe often wondered how the old poacher had ever been caught, but he supposed that one night the Cheshireman had drunk too much. It was the usual story. Harper had one more objection. ‘And the Major, sir?’ Sharpe said nothing and Harper nodded. ‘As you say, sir. A pox on the bloody Major.’ The Irish Sergeant grinned. ‘We can do it.’


      Sharpe lay in the westering sun, looking at the valley, following the course he had planned until he agreed. It could be done. A pox on Kearsey. He imagined the vault as having a vast stone lid; he saw it, in his mind, being heaved back, to reveal a heap of gold coins that would save the army, defeat the French, and he wondered again why the money was needed. He would have to take all the Company, post a string of guards to face the village, preferably Riflemen, and the gold would have to go in their packs. What if there was more than they could carry? Then they must carry what they could. He wondered about a diversion, a small group of Riflemen in the southern end of the valley to distract the French, but he rejected the idea. Keep it simple. Night attacks could go disastrously wrong and the smallest complication could turn a well-thought plan into a horrid mess that cost lives. He felt the excitement grow. They could do it!


      


      At first the trumpet was so faint that it hardly penetrated Sharpe’s consciousness. Rather it was Harper’s sudden alertness that stirred him, dragged his mind from the gold beneath the Moreno vault, and made him curse as he looked at the road disappearing to the north-east. ‘What was that?’


      Harper stared at the empty valley. ‘Cavalry.’


      ‘North?’


      The Sergeant nodded. ‘Nearer to us than the Partisans were, sir. Something’s happening up there.’


      They waited, in silence, and watched the valley. Knowles climbed up beside them. ‘What’s happening?’


      ‘Don’t know.’ Sharpe’s instinct, so dormant this morning, was suddenly screaming at him. He turned and called to the sentry on the far side of the gully. ‘See anything?’


      ‘No, sir.’


      ‘There!’


      Harper was pointing to the road. Kearsey was in sight, cantering the roan towards the village and looking over his shoulder, and then the Major turned off the road, began covering the rough ground towards the slopes where the Partisans had disappeared in a hidden entry to one of the twisted valleys that spilled into the main valley.


      ‘What the devil?’


      Sharpe’s question was answered as soon as he had spoken. Behind Kearsey was a regiment, rank upon rank of horsemen in blue and yellow, each one wearing a strange, square yellow hat, but that was not their oddest feature. Instead of swords the enemy were carrying lances, long, steel-tipped weapons with their red and white pennants, and as the Major turned off the road the lancers kicked in their heels, dropped their points and the race was on. Knowles shook his head. ‘What are they?’


      ‘Polish lancers.’


      Sharpe’s voice was grim. The Poles had a reputation in Europe: nasty fighters, effective fighters. These were the first he had encountered in his career. He remembered the moustachioed Indian face behind the long pole, the twisting, the way the man had played with him, and the final thrust that had pinned Sergeant Sharpe to a tree and held him there till the Tippoo Sultan’s men had come and pulled the needle-sharp blade from his side. He still carried the scar. Bloody lancers.


      ‘They won’t get him, sir.’ Knowles sounded very sure.


      ‘Why not?’


      ‘The Major explained to me, sir. Marlborough’s fed on corn and most cavalry horses are grass-fed. A grass-fed horse can’t catch a corn-fed horse.’


      Sharpe raised his eyebrows. ‘Has anyone told the horses?’


      The lancers were catching up, slowly and surely, but Sharpe suspected Kearsey was saving the big horse’s strength. He watched the Poles and wondered how many regiments of cavalry the French had thrown up into the hills to wipe out the guerrilla bands. He wondered how long they would stay.


      Sharpe had snapped his glass open, found Kearsey, and saw the Major look over his shoulder and urge Marlborough to go faster. The big roan responded, widening the gap from the nearest lancers, and Knowles clapped his hands. ‘Go on, sir!’


      ‘They must have caught him crossing the road, sir,’ Harper said.


      Marlborough was taking the Major out of trouble, stretching the lead, galloping easily. Kearsey had not even bothered to unsheath his sabre and Sharpe was just relaxing when suddenly the big horse reared up, twisted sideways, and Kearsey fell.


      ‘What the—’


      ‘Bloody nightjar!’ Harper had seen a bird fly up, startled, right beneath the horse’s nose. Sharpe wondered, irrelevantly, how the Irishman could possibly have identified the bird at such a distance. He focused the glass again. Kearsey was on his feet, Marlborough was unhurt, and the little man was reaching up desperately to put his foot in the stirrup. The trumpet sounded again, the sound delayed by the distance, but Sharpe had already seen the lancers spurring their horses, reaching out with their nine-foot weapons, and he gritted his teeth as Kearsey seemed to take an age in swinging himself into the saddle.


      ‘Where’s El Católico?’ Knowles asked.


      ‘Miles away.’ Harper sounded gloomy.


      The horse went forward again, Kearsey’s heels raking back, but the lancers were desperately close. The Major turned the roan downslope towards the village, letting his speed build up before turning back, but his horse seemed winded or frightened. The roan’s head tossed nervously, Kearsey urged it, and at the moment when Sharpe knew the lancers must catch him the Major realized it as well. He circled back, sword drawn, and Knowles groaned.


      ‘He might do it yet.’ Harper spoke gently, as if to a nervous recruit on the battlefield.


      Four lancers were closest to the Major. He spurred towards them, singled one out, and Sharpe saw the sabre, point downwards, high in Kearsey’s hand. Marlborough had calmed, and as the lancers thundered in, Kearsey touched the spurs, the horse leapt forward, and the Major had turned the right-hand lance to one side, swivelled his wrist with the speed of a trained swordsman, and one Pole lay beheaded on the ground.


      ‘Beautiful!’ Sharpe was grinning. Once a man got past the razor tip of a lance he was safe.


      Kearsey was through, crouching on Marlborough’s neck, urging the horse on towards the hills, but the first squadron of lancers were close behind their fellows, at full gallop, and the effort was useless. A dust cloud engulfed the Englishman, the silver points disappeared in the storm, and Kearsey was trapped with only his sword to save him. A man reeled out of the fight holding his stomach, and Sharpe knew the sabre had laid open the horseman’s guts. The dust billowed like cannon smoke. The lance points were forced upwards in the press and once—Sharpe was not sure—he thought he saw the slashing light of the lifted sabre. It was magnificent, quite hopeless, one man against a regiment, and Sharpe watched the commotion subside, the dust drift towards the nightjar’s treacherous nest, and the lance points sink to rest. It was over.


      ‘Poor bastard.’ Harper had not been looking forward to company prayers, but he had never wanted lancers to take away the unpleasant prospect.


      ‘He’s alive!’ Knowles was pointing. ‘Look!’


      It was true. Sharpe rested the glass on the rock rim of the gully and saw the Major riding between two of his captors. There was blood on his thigh, a lot, and Sharpe saw Kearsey trying to stem the flow with his two fists where a lance point had gouged into his right leg. It was a good capture for the Poles. An exploring officer whom they could keep for a few months before exchanging for a Frenchman of equal rank. They could well have recognized him. The exploring officers often rode in sight of their enemy, their uniforms distinct, relying on their fast horses to carry them from trouble, and it was possible that the French would decide not to exchange Kearsey for months; perhaps, Sharpe thought with a sinking feeling, till the British had been driven from Portugal.


      The depressing thought made him stare at the hermitage, half hidden by trees, the unlikely place where Wellington’s hopes were pinned. Without Kearsey it was even more important that the Company should try to find the gold that night, but then those hopes, too, were dashed. Half the lancers rode with their prisoner to the village, but the other half, in a curving column, trotted towards the graveyard and its hermitage. Sharpe cursed beneath his breath. There was no hope now of finding the gold that night. The only chance left was to wait until the French had gone, till they had stopped using the village and the hermitage as their base for the campaign against the Partisans in the hills. And when the French did go, El Católico would come, and Sharpe had no doubt that the tall, grey-cloaked Spaniard would use every effort to stop the British from taking the gold. Only one man stood a chance of persuading the Partisan leader, and that man was a prisoner, wounded, in the hands of the lancers. He slid back from the skyline, turned and stared at the Company.


      Harper slid down beside him. ‘What do we do, sir?’


      ‘Do? We fight.’ Sharpe gripped the hilt of the sword. ‘We’ve been spectators long enough. We get the Major out, tonight.’


      Knowles heard him, turned an astonished face on them. ‘Get him out, sir? There’s two regiments there!’


      ‘So? That’s only eight hundred men. There are fifty-three of us.’


      ‘And a dozen Irish.’ Harper grinned at the Lieutenant.


      Knowles scrambled down the slope, looking at them with a disbelieving stare. ‘With respect, sir. You’re mad.’ He began to laugh. ‘Are you serious?’


      Sharpe nodded. There was no other choice. Fifty-three men must take on eight hundred, or else the war was lost. He grinned at Knowles. ‘Stop worrying! It’ll be simple!’


      And how the hell, he thought, do we do it?

    

  


  
    
      CHAPTER 6


    


    
      Sharpe mocked himself. So simple. Just release the Major when two of the finest regiments in the French army were expecting a night attack. The wise course, he thought, was to go home. The French probably had the gold by now, the war was lost, and a sensible man would shoulder his rifle and think about making a living at home. Instead, like a gambler who had lost all but a handful of coins, he was staking everything on one last throw, a throw against odds of sixteen to one.


      Which was not, he told himself as the Company filed down a goat track in the darkness, quite true. He had lain on the gully’s rim as the sun westered and watched the French preparations. They were thorough, but in their defence was their weakness, and Sharpe had felt the excitement well up inside, the incipient knowledge of success. The French expected an attack by Partisans, by small groups of silent men who would carry knives, or else who would fire muskets from the darkness, and they had prepared themselves for that ordeal. The village did not help them. The houses either side of the narrow street were jostled by low, ragged outbuildings; the whole making a maze of alleyways and dark corners where a silent assassin held the advantage. The French had no outlying sentries. To put a small group of men out in the fields was to write their death sentence, and the French, accustomed to this kind of fighting, had drawn themselves into makeshift fortresses. Most of the cavalry were in Cesar Moreno’s house with its ample stabling and high, encircling wall. The other fortress, the only other building with a wall high and strong enough, was the hermitage with its cemetery. Both buildings would be crowded, but both safe from the silent knives, and to make them safer the French had embarked on a crusade of systematic destruction. The cottages nearest the Moreno house had been flattened, the ringing of the big hammers on their stone walls carrying up into the gully, and every tree, every door, every stick of furniture, had been cut and splintered and piled into heaps that could be lit so an attacking Partisan would be denied the gift of darkness. The French held the advantage, but only against Partisans. In their wildest dreams they would not imagine the sudden appearance of British infantry, crossbelts vivid in the defensive firelight, muskets flaming disciplined death. Or so Sharpe hoped.


      He had one other advantage, slight but important. Kearsey had obviously given his parole, his gentleman’s promise, to his captors that he would not attempt to escape, and Sharpe had seen the small Major limping round the village. Each time, Kearsey had gone back to Moreno’s house, and finally, as the light faded, Sharpe had seen the Major sitting on a balcony, on one of the few pieces of furniture left, so at least the rescuers knew where their goal lay. All that remained was to break into the house and for that speed was vital.


      The march in the darkness seemed to take forever, but Sharpe dared not hurry the men, for fear of getting lost. They slipped and cursed on the stones; their musket stocks banged hollowly on rock; they squinted in the tiny light that came from the sickle moon hazed by the northern clouds. To the east the stars pricked at the outline of the hills, and as they neared the valley floor and midnight approached, the French lit fires that beckoned the Company like a beacon in the dark night.


      Harper was beside Sharpe. ‘They’ll blind themselves, sir.’


      The French, in the security of their firelight, would see nothing beyond a musket shot from their walls. The circling night would be a place of fantasy and strange shapes. Even for Sharpe the landmarks, that had seemed so clear by day, now took on monstrous shapes, even disappeared, and he stopped often, crouched, and tried to filter the real from the imaginary. The men’s guns were loaded, but not cocked, their white belts hidden beneath greatcoats; their breathing loud in the darkness. They neared the village, angling north away from the house, going past the heavy barley and feeling naked and obvious in the wide valley. Sharpe strained his senses for a telltale sign that a sentry, high on Moreno’s house, had been alerted: the click of a carbine-lock, the scrape of an officer’s sword, or worst of all the sudden stab of flame as a picquet saw the dark shapes in the field. The crunching of the dry soil beneath his feet seemed to be magnified into a terrible loudness, but he knew it was the same for the enemy guards. This was the worst time of night, when fears took over, and the Hussars and lancers inside their walls would hear the wolves in the hills, the nightjars, and each sound would be a knelling for their death until the senses were blunted, distrusted, and the night merely became a horror to survive.


      A flash of light. ‘Down!’ Sharpe hissed. Christ! Flames whipped crazily into the night, spewed sparks that spiralled away in the breeze, and then he realized that the cavalrymen had lit another fire, one of the timber piles out in the cleared space, and Sharpe stayed on the ground, listening to the pounding of his heart, and searched the dark shapes of the deserted cottages to his front. Or were they deserted? Had the French been clever and let any watcher in the hills think that they were all inside the protective, well-lit walls? Had the small cottages, the dark alleyways, been salted with men, waiting with sabres? He took a breath. ‘Sergeant?’


      ‘Sir?’


      ‘You and me. Lieutenant?’


      ‘Sir?’


      ‘Wait here.’


      Sharpe and Harper went forward, dark uniforms blending with the night, and Sharpe could hear every rustle of his jacket, creak of his belt, and the looming walls seemed to hold danger in every shadow. He felt himself tense with anticipation, his teeth gritted, waiting for the mocking shot, but instead his hand reached out and touched a dry-stone wall, and Harper was beside him, and Sharpe went on, into an alleyway that stank of manure, and his instinct began to come back.


      There was no one in the village. Harper, a vast shadow, crossed the alley and crouched by the main street. A fire flickered at its end, sending crazy shadows, but the cottages were deserted and Sharpe felt the relaxation of relief. They went back to the outer wall and Harper whistled softly, three small sounds, and the shadows in the barley humped and moved, the Company coming forward to the shelter of the wall.


      Sharpe found Knowles. ‘We stay on this side of the house. Rifles first. Wait for the signals.’


      Knowles nodded and his teeth flashed white as he grinned. Sharpe could feel the excitement of the Company, their confidence, and he marvelled at it. They were enjoying it, taking on sixteen times their number, and he did not understand that it was because of him. Harper knew, Knowles knew, that the tall Rifle Captain who was not given to rousing speeches could nevertheless make men feel that the impossible was just a little troublesome and that victory was a commonplace where he led.


      They went in fits and starts beside the outer walls, the Riflemen scouting the dark shadows, the Company catching up, and the only breath-stopping moment was as they passed beneath the tall, dark tower of the church. A sound came from the belfry, a musical whisper, and the men froze, their eyes suddenly scared, and then came the sound of beating wings, receding in the blackness, and the Company sighed together as the owl, which had brushed a wing against the hanging bell, disappeared on its own hunt. Harper glanced up, saw the white flash, and thought of the barn owls that ghosted down the valley at Tangaveane, of the stream that leaked from the peat beds, of Ireland.


      ‘Halt!’ Sharpe’s voice was scarcely above a whisper. He pointed. ‘In there.’


      The Company crowded into an alley, the firelight uncomfortably close, and Sharpe peered cautiously into the street, at the pile of new rubble, and for the first time he could properly see the front of Moreno’s house. The wall was high, eight or nine feet, but the great double gate through which the farm animals could be driven was wide open. Inside he could see white faces staring at the fires that were the main defence and behind those faces the dim shadows of mounted men. Knowles had not understood that the gate would be open, but it was obvious to Sharpe. He had seen through the telescope that the front wall of the courtyard had no fire-step, no platform on which men could stand and keep watch or fire down on attacking Partisans, so the French had little choice. They would, he knew, keep the gate open and light the area in front so that should any Partisan be foolish enough to attack, the lancers could sweep out into the killing-ground with their long, searching blades. And no Partisan would be foolish enough to attack the gate. The front of the house was brightly lit, the courtyard armed and ready, and the only danger from the front was an attack by trained troops, and that, the French knew, was an impossibility. Sharpe grinned.


      The fire in front of the gate crackled and roared and its noise covered the scuffling and grunts in the alley. The Redcoats of the South Essex were struggling from their greatcoats, rolling them up and strapping the bundles to their packs. He grinned at them. The Riflemen, without white crossbelts to startle the enemy, crouched near him, some fidgeting with excitement, all wanting to start the action, to dispel the nervous thoughts of anticipation.


      Knowles pushed through the men. ‘Ready, sir.’


      Sharpe turned to the Riflemen. ‘Remember. Go for officers.’


      The Baker rifle was a deadly weapon, slow to load but more accurate than any gun on the battlefield. The muskets, under Lieutenant Knowles, could spread death in a wide arc, but the rifles were instruments of precision. Once in the building, the Green Jackets should seek for enemy officers, kill them, and leave the cavalry leaderless. Sharpe turned again towards the house. He could hear the mutter of voices, the trampling of hooves in the yard, a man coughing, and then he touched Harper’s shoulder and the Riflemen slithered into the street, crawling on their bellies, hiding in the shadows till they had formed a line behind the rubble. The Rifles would go first, to draw the enemy fire, to start the chaos, and the rest was up to Knowles, to lead the Company into the cavalry’s nightmare. Sharpe waited. He inched his sword out of its scabbard, laid it in front of him, and waited as his men put the long bayonets on their rifles. It had been so long since he had faced the enemy.


      ‘Come on!’ He had ordered them to scream, to shout, to sound like the fiends of hell, and they scrambled over the rubble, the long rifles silent, and the guards at the gate whirled, jerked up carbines and fired too soon. Sharpe heard a bullet strike stone, saw Harper run forward to the fire and grab, with both hands, the unburnt end of a baulk of timber. The Sergeant whirled it around, and hurled the flaming wood at the waiting horsemen. It struck the ground, exploded in sparks, and the horses reared up, and Sharpe’s sword was reaching for the first guard who was trying to drop an empty carbine and snatch up his sabre. The sword took the Hussar in the throat; the man grabbed at the blade, seemed to shake his head, and slumped. Sharpe turned to the Riflemen. ‘Come on!’


      The gate was empty, the cavalry frightened by Harper’s missile, and the Riflemen knelt at its edges and aimed at the fire-lit space. Voices shouted in strange languages, bullets chipped at the cobbled entrance, and Sharpe, desperately searching the courtyard for signs of its organized defence, heard the first distinctive cracks of the Baker rifles. Where the hell was Knowles? He turned round and saw the Redcoats running round the fire, being formed, their muskets deliberately untipped by bayonets, so as not to slow the loading of fresh rounds, and then Harper’s voice bellowed at him.


      He heard a couple of rifle shots, turned, and saw a lancer riding for him. The horse was tossing its head, eyes reflecting firelight, the rider crouched on its neck, the steel blade reaching for Sharpe, and Sharpe slammed himself to one side, hitting the gatepost, saw the spear go past, and the horse smelt in his nostrils. Another rifle spat, and the beast screamed. The Pole’s arms went up and man and horse fell sideways, and Sharpe was running forward, into the courtyard.


      Everything was too slow! Horses were tethered and he hacked at the ropes. ‘Hup! Hup! Hup!’ A man swung a sabre at him, missed, and Sharpe rammed his sword into the Hussar’s chest. It stuck. Riflemen ran past, screaming incoherently, long bayonets driving scattered Frenchmen into dark doorways, and Sharpe put his foot on the body and twisted his sword free. He saw Harper stamping forward, bayonet outstretched, driving back an officer who screamed for help against the giant Irishman. The man tripped, fell backwards, the screams becoming panic as he fell into a fire and Harper turned, forgot him, and Sharpe yelled to him to get out of the way. ‘Rifles!’


      He blew his whistle, shouted at them, brought them over to the building where he stood. Stray horses skittered in the yard, galloped at the entrance, reared as the Company, white belts gleaming, filled the entrance, and Lieutenant Robert Knowles began the terrible commands that would chill any Frenchman who knew the firepower of British infantry. ‘Present! Front rank only! Fire!’


      It was the last thing the Hussars and lancers could have expected. Instead of brigands and silent knives they were fighting a clockwork machine that could spit out four volleys a minute. The muskets flamed, smoke gouted into the courtyard, the three-quarter-inch musket balls hammered between the walls. ‘Rear rank! Look to the roof!’ The front rank were already taking the next cartridge from their ammunition pouch, biting the bullet from the paper-wrapped cylinder, pouring the powder into the gun, but saving a pinch for the pan. The left hand held the top of the barrel; the right poured the powder; the left gripped the paper and tore off most of it while the right kept the priming between finger and thumb. The paper was pushed loosely into the muzzle, the other three fingers of the right hand had the ramrod up in the air, a bullet spat into the gun, and down with the steel rod. Once was enough, and the ramrod was taken out, the gun swung up, and all the time they had to ignore the shouts of the enemy, the carbine bullets, the screaming horses, the fires, and put the pinch of powder into the pan after the flint was dragged back, and the rear rank had fired, flash and explosion in their ears, and Lieutenant Knowles, his voice calm, was ordering the slaughter. ‘Present! Fire!’ It was a mechanical job and no infantry in the world did it better, because no infantry in the world, except the British, ever practised with real ammunition. The clockwork killing. Fire, reload, present, fire, until their faces were blackened, their eyes smarting with the grains of powder thrown up by the priming just inches from their cheeks, their shoulders bruised by the kick of the gun, and the courtyard ahead was littered with the bodies of their enemy, sifted with smoke, and all the time Knowles had taken them forward, two steps at a time, and the maddened horses had escaped behind them and Sharpe had watched as Hagman’s group of four Riflemen had shut the gates. Hardly a minute had passed.


      ‘Inside!’ Sharpe kicked at a door, Harper hit it, and the Rifles were inside the house. Someone fired at them, a pistol, but the bullet went wide and Sharpe was hacking with the sword. ‘Bayonets!’ The Riflemen formed line, snarled forward, and Sharpe saw they were in a hall which was officer country, the table littered with used bottles, stairs leading to bedrooms where men were waking to the sounds of battle.


      Outside, in the courtyard, Lieutenant Knowles counted to himself, keeping the rhythm of the volleys, and at the same time looking desperately round to see where danger might threaten. He could see Hagman, kneeling to one side, the other Riflemen in his party loading for the small Cheshireman, and knew that any officer who showed his face on balcony or rooftop would be cut down by a rifle bullet. His own men, sweating in the firelight, advanced step by step, scouring the walls and windows, and it occurred to the Lieutenant that this was only his third real fight. He was pushing down the panic, the impulse to run for shelter, but his voice was calm and in the noise he hardly heard the carbine bullets that struck near him. He saw Redcoats falling, struck by enemy fire, saw Sergeant Read tending to them and then, with a ghastly realization, suddenly identified the bubbling and screaming noise that had been nagging at his eardrums for the last minute. He had stepped to one side, to avoid a fire, and saw, kicking in the flames, a French officer. The man seemed to be reaching for the Lieutenant, blackened hands curled like claws, and from his throat came the terrible noise. Knowles suddenly remembered the sword in his hand, the blade bought by his father, and with a grimace he stepped close to the man and shut his eyes as he pushed the tip at the dying man’s throat. He had stopped his orders, but the men neither noticed nor missed them. They fired their volleys into the shadows, and Knowles opened his eyes to see he had killed his first man with a sword, and then the voice of Sergeant Harper was dominating the courtyard. ‘In here, sir!’


      Sharpe guessed a minute and a half had gone by since the Riflemen had first cleared the gate. He had counted, unconsciously, the volleys from the courtyard, reckoning that in this light the men would fire a shot every fifteen seconds. Now, in the main hallway of Moreno’s house, there was trouble. Officers at the top of the stairs had seen what was happening, found mattresses and the furniture they’d kept for their own use and thrown up a barricade. Sharpe needed firepower, quick and overpowering, to clear the stair’s top.


      ‘Sergeant!’


      It would be suicide on the stairs. The huge Irishman took a pace towards the steps, but Sharpe stopped him. ‘Give me the gun!’


      Harper looked at the seven-barrelled gun, grinned, and shook his head. Before Sharpe could stop him the Sergeant had leapt to the bottom step, pointed the fearful weapon upwards, and pulled the trigger. It was as if a small cannon had gone off in the room. It belched smoke and flame, stunned the eardrums, and to Sharpe’s horror the Sergeant fell backwards, thrown back, and he ran to him, fearing the worst.


      Harper grinned. ‘Bloody kick!’


      Sharpe took the stairs two at a time, the sword ahead, seeing where the blast had thrown back the barrier, smeared blood on a wall, and then an officer was aiming a pistol. There was nothing Sharpe could do. He saw the trigger pulled, the cock fall forward, and nothing happened. In his haste and panic the Frenchman had forgotten to prime the pan. It was a death sentence. The sword slammed down, cutting skull and brain, and Sharpe had seized the mattresses, thrown them aside, and the sword was beating at the slim sabres of the two men who had survived the seven-barrelled gun.


      ‘Rifles!’ Harper had shouted, was pounding up the stairs. Sharpe lunged, wounded a man, stepped aside as the other swung wildly, and then Harper was beside him, sword-bayonet stabbing upwards, and the landing was clear.


      ‘Kearsey!’ Sharpe yelled, forgetting niceties of rank. For God’s sake, where was the bastard? ‘Kearsey!’


      ‘Sharpe?’ The Major was standing in a doorway, buckling his trousers. ‘Sharpe?’


      ‘Get out of here, Major!’


      ‘My parole!’


      ‘You’re rescued!’ Damn his parole.


      A door opened at the end of the passage, a rifle fired, the door shut. Kearsey suddenly seemed to wake up. ‘That way!’ He pointed at closed doors across the passage. ‘You drop outside the house.’


      Sharpe nodded. The landing seemed safe. An officer had opened a door at the end of the passage, but a rifle bullet had dissuaded him from further risk. The Green Jackets were reloading, waiting for orders, and Sharpe went to the stairhead. Downstairs was chaos. The room was filled with musket smoke that was lanced, second by second, with flames as the Redcoats fired at windows, doors and passageways. Knowles had long stopped controlling the volleys. Now each man fired as fast as he could and the burning paper wads, spat after the musket balls, were setting fire to rush mats and hanging curtains. Sharpe cupped his hands. ‘Lieutenant! Up here!’


      Knowles nodded and turned back to his men. Sharpe found Kearsey at his side, hopping on one leg as he pulled on a boot. ‘The rifles will cover them, Major! Take over!’


      Kearsey nodded, showed no surprise at Sharpe’s peremptory commands, and the tall Rifleman turned to the closed doors. The first was not locked. The room was empty, the window invitingly open, and Harper went through to knock out the remaining glass and frame. Sharpe tried the other door, it resisted, and he hit it with his shoulder, the wood round the lock splintering easily, and he stopped.


      On the bed, hands and feet tied to the four stubby posts, was a girl. Dark hair on a pillow, a white dress, a reminder of Josefina, and eyes that glared at him over a gag. She was jerking and writhing, struggling to free herself, and Sharpe was struck by the sudden beauty, the fierceness of the face. The shots still sounded downstairs, a sudden cry, the smell of flames catching wood, and he stepped to the bed and cut at the ropes with the unwieldy sword. She jerked her head sideways, towards the room’s shadowed corner, and Sharpe saw the movement, flung himself down, heard the explosion and felt the wind of the pistol ball as a man reared up from beside the bed. A Colonel, no less, in Hussar uniform, whose pleasure had been interrupted before it could begin. There was fear on the man’s face. Sharpe smiled, climbed on to the bed, watched as the Colonel tried to wriggle from the corner, and then, with cold determination, pinned him prisoner against the wall.


      ‘Sergeant!’


      Harper came in, seven-barrelled gun in hand, and saw the girl. ‘God save Ireland.’


      ‘Cut her free!’


      Sharpe heard Kearsey’s voice on the landing. ‘Steady now!’ He could hear Knowles downstairs, counting off the men, sending the wounded up first. The French Colonel was babbling at Sharpe, pointing at the girl, but the sword held him and Sharpe wished he had killed the man straightaway. This was no place to take prisoners and he was trapped, not knowing what was happening outside. The girl was free, rubbing her wrists, and Sharpe dropped the sword. ‘Watch him, Sergeant!’


      He ran to the window, smashed panes with the sword, and saw the empty darkness outside. They could make it! The first Redcoats were at the head of the stairs, and then the French Colonel screamed, a terrible agony, and Sharpe whipped round to see that the slim, dark-haired girl had taken the Frenchman’s own sabre and plunged it, point first, into his groin. She was smiling, and she was beautiful enough to catch the breath.


      Harper was staring aghast. Sharpe ignored the Frenchman. ‘Patrick!’


      ‘Sir?’


      ‘Get the men in here. Through the window! And next door!’


      The girl spat at the Colonel, who had collapsed in his own blood, swore at him, and then looked at Sharpe with a glance that seemed to convey pure disdain because he had not killed the Frenchman himself. Sharpe was reeling from her, thrown off balance by her hawk-like beauty, hardly hearing the commands from the landing, the banging muskets. He snapped his attention back, despising himself, but the girl was faster. She had the Colonel’s sabre, her freedom, and she ran out the door, ignoring the fight, and turned right. Sharpe followed, caution gone, just the instinct left that some things, just one thing perhaps, could turn a man’s life inside out.

    

  


  
    
      CHAPTER 7


    


    
      Knowles had done well. The hall was on fire but empty of the enemy, and the Redcoats backed up the stairs, still loading and firing their muskets, ignoring the fresh blood that made the steps slippery, and then the Riflemen took over, the Bakers spitting into the hallway below, and Major Kearsey, sabre in hand, was pushing the men into a bedroom, towards a window, and shouting, ‘Jump!’


      ‘Aim low! Aim low!’ Harper’s voice bellowed at the Riflemen. Hussars were coming into the hall, choking on the smoke. Redcoats were pouring from the first-floor windows, forming up in the field beneath, and only Sharpe was absent.


      Knowles looked round. ‘Captain!’


      ‘He’s missing!’ Major Kearsey grabbed Knowles. ‘Get outside! There may be cavalry!’


      The girl had run through a door and Sharpe followed, noticing, irrelevantly, a small statue of the Virgin Mary with a host of candles flickering at its base. He remembered the Catholics in the Company deciding that today—no, yesterday—was the fifteenth of August, the Assumption of the Blessed Virgin Mary, and he was grateful because the stairs beyond the door were pitch dark and he grabbed a candle and followed the fading footsteps. He hurried, heels sliding over steps, banging down the stairs. He cursed himself. His place was with his men, not chasing some girl because she had Josefina’s long black hair, a slim body, and a beauty that had overcome him. But this was not a night for sensible action; it was a mad darkness, a gambler’s last throw, and he reasoned that she had been kept a prisoner and that made her important to the enemy, and so important to him.


      The rationalization lasted to the bottom of the stairs. The stairway was four-sided and he knew it had plunged below ground level, into the cellars, and he was still hurtling down, almost out of control, with the candle flame blown out, when a white arm shot out and her voice hushed him. They were by a door, light leaking through its gaping planks, but there was no point in pretending that anyone on the far side had not heard their feet on the stairway. Sharpe pushed it open, ignoring her caution, and in the cellar a lantern hung from a hook, and beneath it, fear across his face, was a lancer holding a musket and bayonet. He lunged at Sharpe, thinking perhaps that he could kill with a blade point more easily than by pulling a trigger, but Sharpe had cut his teeth on just such fighting. He let the bayonet come, stepped aside, and used his enemy’s own motion to run the sword blade into his stomach. Then Sharpe nearly gagged.


      The cellar was spattered with blood, with bodies that showed death in a dozen horrid ways. Wine-racks stood by the walls, looted empty, but the floor was black with Spanish blood, strewn with mutilations obscene as nightmare. Young, old, men and women, all killed horribly. It struck Sharpe that these people must have died the day before, as he watched from the hilltop, killed as the French pretended the village was empty. He had lain in the gully, the sun warm on his back, and in the cellar the Spanish had died, slowly and with exquisite pain. The bodies lay in the crumpled way of the dead, their number impossible to count, or to tell the ways in which they had died. Some were too young even to have known what had happened, killed no doubt before their mothers’ eyes, and Sharpe felt an impotent rage as the girl stepped past him, searching the shambles, and from far away, as if across a whole town, Sharpe heard a volley of shots. They must get out! He grabbed the girl’s arm.


      ‘Come on!’


      ‘No!’


      She was searching for one person, pulling at the bodies, oblivious of the horror. Why would there be a guard on dead men? Sharpe pushed past her, took the lantern, and then heard the moaning from the far, dark end of the old wine cellar. The girl heard, too.


      ‘Ramon!’


      Sharpe stepped on dead flesh, flinched from a spider’s web, and then, dimly at first, he saw a man manacled to the far wall. He did not ask himself why a wine cellar should be equipped with manacles; there was no time. He took the lantern closer and saw that what he had thought were chains were blood trails. The man was not manacled but nailed to the stone wall, alive.


      ‘Ramon!’ The girl was past Sharpe, pulling ineffectively at the nails, and Sharpe put down the lantern and hammered at the nail-heads with his sword’s brass hilt. He knocked them left and right, hearing the thunder of hooves outside, shouts and a volley, and then the nail was loose, blood trickling afresh, and he pulled it out and started on the second hand. Another volley, more hooves, and he hammered desperately until the prisoner was free. He gave the girl his sword and heaved Ramon, if that were his name, on to his shoulder.


      ‘Go on!’


      The girl led him past the doorway they had come through, past the welter of blood and bodies, to the far corner of the cellar. A trapdoor was revealed by the lantern she was holding and she gestured at it. Sharpe dropped his moaning burden, reached up, heaved, and a sudden breeze of welcome night air dispelled the foul stench of the blood and dead. He pulled himself up, surprised to find that the trapdoor emerged outside the house walls, and then realized it was so supplies could reach the house without being trampled through the courtyard and kitchens. He looked round and there was the Company, marching steadily in three ranks.


      ‘Sergeant!’


      Harper turned, relief visible on his face in the light from the burning house. Sharpe dropped back into the cellar, heaved the wounded man on to the ground, leaped up himself, and reached down for the girl. She ignored him, pulled herself up, rolled into the grass, and Sharpe had a glimpse of long legs. There were cheers from the men and Sharpe realized they were for him. Harper was there, thumping his back, saying something unintelligible about thinking Sharpe was lost, and then the Sergeant had the wounded man and they were running towards the Company and Sharpe, for the first time, saw horsemen in the darkness. Harper gave the wounded man into the ranks. Knowles was grinning at Sharpe, Kearsey gesturing to the girl.


      ‘Are they loaded?’ Sharpe gestured at the muskets, screamed at Knowles over the sound of the burning house.


      ‘Most, sir.’


      ‘Keep going!’


      Sharpe pushed Knowles on, driving the Company towards the barley field and the comforting darkness, and turned to face the house and see what the cavalry were doing. Harper was already there, running backwards, the seven-barrelled gun threatening any horsemen. Sharpe wondered how long it had been since they had burst through the gate. No more than seven or eight minutes, he decided. Enough time for his men to have fired seven or eight hundred shots into the astonished French, set fire to the house, rescued Kearsey, the girl and the prisoner, and he grinned in the darkness.


      ‘Watch right!’ Harper called. A dozen lancers, in line, with the wicked points held low so that they glittered by the ground were coming at a trot, to take the Company in the flank. But there was still time. ‘Right wheel!’


      The Company turned, three ranks swivelling. ‘Halt!’ A ragged line, but it would do. ‘Rear rank about turn. Hold your fire!’ That looked after the rear. ‘Present! Aim at their stomachs; give them a bellyache! Fire!’


      It was inevitable. The enemy became a turmoil of falling horses and tumbling lancers. ‘Right turn! Forward! Double!’ He had the small company in a column now. Running for the barley, for the unharvested crop that would give them a little cover. There were more hoof-beats behind, but not enough loaded muskets to fight off another charge. Time only to run. ‘Run!’


      The Company ran, sprinting despite their burdens, and Sharpe heard a wounded man groan. Time later to count the wounded. Now he turned, saw lancers coming in desperate chase, one aiming at Harper, but the Irishman dashed the lance aside with the squat gun and reached up a huge hand that plucked the Pole clean out of the saddle. The Sergeant was screaming insults in his native Gaelic. He held the lancer effortlessly, his huge strength making the man seem to be weightless, and then threw him at the feet of an other horse. A rifle cracked behind Sharpe, another horse down, and Hagman’s voice came through the din. ‘Got him.’


      ‘Back!’ Harper was shouting, the other horses still yards away, and suddenly the barley was under Sharpe’s feet, and he ran into the field, and for a moment the trumpets meant nothing to him. He was just running, remembering the Indian with the razor point, the desperate and futile attempt to run from the lance, and then he heard Harper’s triumphant voice.


      ‘The recall! Bastards have had enough!’ Harper was grinning, laughing. ‘You did it, sir!’


      Sharpe slowed down, let the breath heave in his chest. It was strangely quiet in the field, the hooves muted, the gunfire stopped, and he guessed that the French refused to believe that just fifty men had attacked the village. The sight of red jackets and crossbelts would have convinced them that more British troops would be out in the darkness and it would be madness to throw the lancers into the massed volley of a hidden regiment. He listened to the men panting, some moaning as they were carried, the excited mutterings of victorious troops. He wondered what the price would be and turned to Harper. ‘Are you all right?’


      ‘Yes, sir. Yourself?’


      ‘Bruised. What’s the bill?’


      ‘Don’t know for certain, sir. Jim Kelly’s bad.’ Harper’s voice was sad and Sharpe remembered the wedding, only weeks ago, when the massive Pru Baxter had woven daisies into her hair to marry the small Irish Corporal. Harper went on. ‘Cresacre was bleeding, says he’s all right. We lost a couple, though. Saw them in the courtyard.’


      ‘Who?’ He should have known.


      ‘Don’t know, sir.’


      They climbed, up into the hills, up where horses could not go, back to the gully, which they reached as the far hills were lined with the faintest grey of dawn. It was a time for sleep and the men crumpled like the bodies in the cellar. Some were posted as picquets at the gully’s rim, their eyes red with exhaustion, smeared with powder, grinning at Sharpe, who had brought them through. The girl sat with Kearsey, binding up his leg, while Knowles looked after the other wounded. Sharpe stood over him.


      ‘How bad?’


      ‘Kelly’s going, sir.’


      The Corporal had a chest wound and Knowles had picked away the shreds of jacket to show a mangled horror of glistening ribs and bubbling blood. It was a wonder he had lived this long. Cresacre had been shot in the thigh, a clean wound, and he dressed it himself, swore he would be all right, and apologized to Sharpe as if he were making a nuisance of himself. Two others were badly wounded, both cut with sabres, but they would live, and there was hardly a man who did not have a scratch, a bruise, some memento of the night. Sharpe counted heads. Forty-eight men, three Sergeants, and two officers had left the gully. Four men had not come back. Sharpe felt the tiredness wash through him, tinged with relief. It was a smaller bill than he dared hope for. Once Kelly died, his body kept from the vultures by a shallow grave, he would have lost five men. The lancers must have lost three times that number. He went round the Company, to those who were awake, and praised them. The men seemed embarrassed by the thanks, shaking as the sweat dried on their bodies in the cold air, their heads jerking as some tried to stay awake and look, red-eyed, into the dawn.


      ‘Captain Sharpe!’ Kearsey was standing in a clear patch of the gully. ‘Captain!’


      Sharpe went down the side of the gully. ‘Sir?’


      Kearsey stared at him, his small eyes fierce. ‘Are you mad, Sharpe?’


      For a second the meaning did not percolate into Sharpe’s head.


      ‘I beg your pardon, sir?’


      ‘What were you doing?’


      ‘Doing, sir? Rescuing you.’ Sharpe had expected thanks.


      Kearsey winced, whether from the pain of his leg or from Sharpe’s ingenuousness it was difficult to tell. The dawn was revealing the details of the gully: the collapsed men, the blood, the anger on Kearsey’s face. ‘You fool!’


      Sharpe bit back his anger. ‘Sir?’


      Kearsey waved at the wounded. ‘How do you get them back?’


      ‘We carry them, sir.’


      ‘Carry them, sir.’ Kearsey mimicked him. ‘Over twenty miles of country? You were only here to help carry the gold, Sharpe! Not fight a battle in the back of beyond!’


      Sharpe took a deep breath, suppressing the urge to shout back. ‘Without you, sir, we would have had no chance of persuading El Católico to let us take the gold. That was my judgment.’


      Kearsey looked at him, shook his head and pointed at Jim Kelly. ‘You think it was worth that?’


      ‘The General told me the gold was important, sir.’ Sharpe spoke quietly.


      ‘Important, Sharpe, only because it is a gesture to the Spanish.’


      ‘Yes, sir.’ It was no time for an argument.


      ‘At least you rescued them.’ The Major waved at the two Spaniards.


      Sharpe looked at the girl’s dark beauty. ‘Them, sir?’


      ‘Moreno’s children. Teresa and Ramon. The French were holding them as bait, hoping Moreno or El Católico would try a rescue. At least we’ve earned their thanks and that’s probably more valuable than carrying the gold for them. Besides, I doubt if the gold is there.’


      The sun split across the gully’s rim. Sharpe blinked. ‘Pardon, sir?’


      ‘What do you expect? The French are there. They probably have the gold. Or hadn’t that occurred to you?’


      It had, but Sharpe was not in a mood to give Kearsey his thoughts. If the French had found the gold he suspected they would have ridden it straight to Ciudad Rodrigo, but doubtless Kearsey would not be convinced. Sharpe nodded. ‘Did they say anything about it to you, sir?’


      Kearsey shrugged, not liking the reminder that he had been captured. ‘I was unlucky, Sharpe. Not to know lancers were there.’ He shook his head, sounded suddenly tired. ‘No, they said nothing.’


      ‘So there’s hope, sir?’


      The Major looked bitter, waved at Kelly. ‘Tell him that.’


      ‘Yes, sir.’


      Kearsey sighed. ‘I’m sorry, Sharpe. Undeserved.’ He seemed to think for a moment. ‘You do know, though, don’t you, that they’ll be after us today?’


      ‘The French, sir?’


      The Major nodded. ‘Who else? You’d better sleep, Sharpe. In a couple of hours you’ll have to defend this place.’


      ‘Yes, sir.’


      He turned away, and as he did he caught Teresa’s eyes. She looked at him without interest, without recognition, as if the rescue and the two shared killings meant nothing. El Católico, he thought, is a lucky man. He slept.

    

  


  
    
      CHAPTER 8


    


    
      Casatejada was like a shattered ants’ nest. All morning the patrols left, searched the valley, then galloped in their dust clouds back to the houses and the thin spires of smoke that were the only signs left of the night’s activity. Others rounded up stray horses, circling the valley floor, reminding Harper of the pony drives on his native Donegal moors. In the gully the men moved slowly, quietly, as if their sound could carry to the village, but in truth the elation of the attack had given way to weariness and sadness. Kelly’s breath bubbled through the morning, a constant pink froth at the corner of his mouth, and the men avoided him as if death were contagious. Sharpe woke up, told Harper to sleep, replaced the picquets, and struggled to scrape the clotted blood from his sword with a handful of wiry grass. They dared not light a fire to heat the water that could scour out their muskets, so the men used the battlefield expedient, urinating into the barrels, and grinned self-consciously at the girl as they sloshed the liquid around to loosen the caked powder deposits of the night. The girl did not react, her face seemed unmovable, and she sat holding her brother’s hand, talking quietly to him and giving him sips of tepid water from a wooden canteen. The heat bounced from the rocky sides of the gully, attacked from all sides, roasting the living and the dying alike.


      Kearsey climbed up to lie alongside Sharpe and took the telescope so that he could spy down on the French. ‘They’re packing up.’


      ‘Sir?’


      Kearsey nodded at the village. ‘Mules, Sharpe. String of them.’


      Sharpe took his telescope back and found the village street. Kearsey was right, a string of mules with men lashing ropes over their burdens, but it was impossible to tell whether there was gold or just forage in the packs.


      ‘Perhaps they won’t look for us.’


      The Major had calmed down since dawn. ‘Bound to. Look at the track we left.’ Running across the barley field, like a giant signpost, was the trampled spoor of the Light Company’s retreat. ‘They’ll want to look over the ridge, just to make sure you’ve gone.’


      Sharpe looked at the bare rocks and turf of the hillside. ‘Should we move?’


      Another shake of the head. ‘Best hiding place for miles, this gully. You can’t see it from any side; even from above it’s difficult. Keep your heads down and you’ll be all right.’


      Sharpe thought it strange that Kearsey should talk of ‘you’, as if the Major himself were not part of the British army, or as if the survival of Sharpe in enemy territory were not his concern. He said nothing. The Major nibbled nervously at a strand of his moustache; he seemed to be deep in thought, and when he spoke he sounded as if he had come to the end of long deliberation.


      ‘You must understand why it’s important.’


      ‘Sir?’ Sharpe was puzzled.


      ‘The gold, Sharpe.’ He stopped and Sharpe waited. The small man flicked at his moustache. ‘The Spanish have been let down badly, Sharpe, very badly. Think what happened after Talavera, eh? And Ciudad Rodrigo. A shameful business, Sharpe, shameful.’


      Sharpe still kept silent. After Talavera the Spanish had forfeited Wellington’s support by failing to provide the food and supplies they had promised. A starving British army was of no use to Spain. Ciudad Rodrigo? Five weeks ago the Spanish fortress town had surrendered, after an heroic defence, and Wellington had sent no help. The town had been an obstacle to Masséna’s advance, Almeida was the next, and Sharpe had heard savage criticism that the British had let their allies down, but Sharpe was no strategist. He let the Major go on.


      ‘We must prove something to them, Sharpe, that we can help, that we can be useful, or elsee we must forfeit their support. Do you understand?’ He turned his fierce gaze on Sharpe.


      ‘Yes, sir.’


      The jauntiness and confidence crept back into the Major’s voice. ‘Of course, we lose the war if we don’t have the Spanish! That’s what Wellington has come to understand, eh, Sharpe? Better late than never!’ He gave his laugh. ‘That’s why Wellington wants us to bring the gold, so that the British are seen to deliver it to Cádiz. It proves a point, Sharpe, shows that we made an honest effort. Helps to cover up the betrayal at Ciudad Rodrigo! Ah, politics, politics!’ He said the last two words much as an indulgent father might talk about the rowdy games of his children. ‘Do you understand?’


      ‘Yes, sir.’


      It was no time to argue, even though Sharpe disbelieved every word Kearsey had uttered. Of course the Spanish were important, but so were the British to the Spanish, and delivering a few bags of gold would not restore the amity and trust that had been shattered by Spanish inefficiency the year before. Yet it was important that Kearsey believed Wellington’s motives to be honest. The small Major, Sharpe knew, was passionately engaged on the Spanish side, as if, after a lifetime of soldiering, he had found in the harsh hills and white houses of the Spaniards a warmth and trust he had found nowhere else.


      Sharpe turned and nodded at Teresa and Ramon. ‘Do they know anything about the gold? About Captain Hardy?’


      ‘They say not.’ Kearsey shrugged. ‘Perhaps El Católico moved the gold and Hardy went with it. I ordered him to stay with it.’


      ‘Then surely the girl would know?’


      Kearsey turned and spoke in staccato Spanish to her. Sharpe listened to the reply; her voice was deep and husky, and even if he could not understand the language he was glad to look at her. She had long, dark hair, as black as Josefina’s, but there the resemblance ended. The Portuguese girl had been a lover of comfort, of wine drunk by candlelight, of soft sheets, while this girl reminded Sharpe of a wild beast with eyes that were deep, wary, and set either side of a hawk-like nose. She was young. Kearsey had told him twenty-three, but at either side of her mouth were curved lines. Sharpe remembered that her mother had died at the hands of the French, God knows what she herself had suffered, and he remembered the smile after she had skewered the Colonel with his own sabre. She had aimed low, he recalled, and he laughed at the remembrance. She looked at Sharpe as if she would have liked to claw out his eyes with her long fingers.


      ‘What’s funny?’


      ‘Nothing. You speak English?’


      She shrugged and Kearsey looked at Sharpe. ‘Her father’s fluent; that’s what makes him so useful to us. They’ve picked up a bit, from him, from me. Good family, Sharpe.’


      ‘But do they know anything about Hardy? The gold?’


      ‘She doesn’t know a thing, Sharpe. She thinks the gold must still be in the hermitage, and she hasn’t seen Hardy.’ Kearsey was happy with the answer, confident that no Spaniard would lie to him.


      ‘So the next thing we must do, sir, is search the hermitage.’


      Kearsey sighed. ‘If you insist, Sharpe. If you insist.’ He winced again and slid down from the edge of the gully. ‘But for now, Sharpe, watch for that patrol. It won’t be long.’


      The Major was right, at least, about that. Three hundred lancers rode from the village, trotting their horses along a track that paralleled the broken stalks of barley, and Sharpe watched them come. They carried carbines instead of lances and he knew they intended to search the hillsides on foot. He turned to the gully and ordered silence, explained that a patrol was coming, and then turned back to see the Poles dismounting at the foot of the rock-strewn slope.


      A fly landed on his cheek. He wanted to crush it but dared not, as the lancers had started their climb up the steep slope, their horses left with picquets below. They were stringing into a line, a crude skirmish order, and he could hear the distant voices grumbling at the heat and the exertion. There was a chance that they would miss the gully, that by climbing obliquely up the slope they would emerge on the crest near the pile of rocks and never suspect that a whole Company was in dead ground behind them. He breathed slowly, willed them to stay low on the slope, and watched the officers trying to force the line higher with the flat side of their drawn sabres.


      He could hear Kelly’s breathing, someone else clearing his throat, and he flapped with his free hand for silence. A tall lancer, suntanned and with a black moustache, was climbing higher than the others. As he clawed his way up, carbine slung, Sharpe saw a tarnished gold band on the man’s sleeve. A Sergeant. He was a big man, almost as big as Harper, and his face was scarred from battlefields on the other side of Europe. Go down, Sharpe urged silently, go down, but the man kept coming on his lone, perverse climb. Sharpe moved his head slowly, saw the faces staring at him, and found Harper. He beckoned slowly, put a finger to his lips, pointed at the foot of the inner slope of the gully.


      The Polish Sergeant stopped, looked up, wiped his face, and turned to look at his comrades. An officer shouted at him, waved his sabre to make the Sergeant join the line, which had gone ahead, but the Sergeant shook his head, shouted back, and gestured at the skyline, which was just a few, steep feet away. Sharpe cursed him, knew that if the Light Company were discovered they would be harried eastwards, away from the gold, from victory, and this one veteran was putting it all at risk. He was climbing just below Sharpe, who craned forward as far as he dared to see the yellow, square top of the headgear come closer and closer. He could hear the man grunting, the sound of his fingernails scraping on rock, the scrabble of his boots searching for a foothold, and then, as if in a nightmare, a large brown hand with bitten nails appeared right by Sharpe’s face and he summoned all his strength for a desperate act. He waited—it could only have been for a half-second, but it seemed forever—until the man’s face appeared. The eyes widened in surprise and Sharpe put out his right hand and gripped the Sergeant by the windpipe, his fingers closing like a man-trap on the throat. He thrust his left hand forward, found the belt, and, half turning on to his back, he pulled the lancer up and over the rim, holding the huge man in the air with a strength he hardly knew he possessed, and he threw him, arms and carbine flailing, to the tender mercy of Sergeant Harper. The Irishman kicked the lancer as he landed, had his seven-barrelled gun reversed and brought it down, sickeningly, on the man’s head. Sharpe whirled back to face the slope. The line was still advancing! No one had seen, no one had noticed, but it was still not over. The lancer was tough, and Harper’s blows, that would have killed a fair-sized bullock, seemed to have done nothing more than knock off the yellow and blue hat.


      The enemy Sergeant had Harper round the waist, was squeezing, and the Irishman was trying to twist the other man’s head clean off his shoulders. The Pole’s teeth were gritted; he should have shouted, but he must have been dazed, and all he could think of was trying to stand up, to face his opponent, and use his own massive fists to beat at Harper. The men in the gully were frozen, appalled by the enemy who had suddenly landed in their midst, and it was Teresa who reacted. She picked up a musket, turned it, took four steps and swung its brass-tipped butt into the man’s forehead. He slumped, tried to rise, but she swung again and Sharpe saw the fierce joy on her face as the weapon felled the Sergeant, his face bloodied, and suddenly it was quiet again in the gully.


      Harper shook his head. ‘God save Ireland.’


      The girl gave Harper the kind of pitying look that Sharpe thought she had reserved only for him, and then, without so much as a glance at Sharpe, she scrambled up the slope to lie beside him and peer at the enemy. They had at last missed the Sergeant. Men from the top of the line stopped and bunched uncertainly, called down to their officer, waiting as he cupped his hands and shouted up the slope. The voice echoed and faded. He called again, stopped the rest of the line, and Sharpe knew that in a few moments they would be discovered. Damn the Sergeant! He looked round, wondering if there were cover to be had on the far slope beyond the gully, knowing it was hopeless, and then he saw the girl was moving, crossing the gully and climbing out the far side. His face must have betrayed his alarm, for Kearsey, sitting by Ramon, shook his head. ‘She’ll manage.’ The whisper just reached Sharpe.


      The search-line had sat down, glad of the rest, but the officer still called to the missing Sergeant. He was climbing the hill in short, erratic bursts, uncertain what to do and annoyed by those of his men who shouted with him. He had no choice, though; he would have to come and look for his Sergeant, and Sharpe, the sweat pouring off his face, could not imagine what one girl could do that would deflect the lancers from the search.


      A scream startled him, piercing, and was cut off and repeated. He slid down the rocks a few inches and turned his face up the ridge where the sound had come from. Harper looked at him, puzzled. It had to be the girl. Sharpe peered over the edge again and saw the lancers pointing up the slope. Teresa screamed again, a terrifying sound, and Sharpe’s men looked at each other, then up at Sharpe, as if to ask him what they could do to rescue her. Sharpe watched the lancers, saw their uncertainty, and then he heard them shout and point up the slope. He looked to see what had excited them, and his men, watching him, were reassured by a smile that seemed to Harper to be the biggest he had ever seen on Sharpe’s face. None of them down in the gully could see what was happening, but Sharpe, up on the rim, picked up the telescope and gave up caring if anyone saw the flash of light or not.


      Not that anyone would be watching, not while a naked girl ran wildly along the ridge, stopping to turn and hurl stones at an imagined pursuer on the slope hidden from the lancers. Drink or women, Sharpe thought, the bait for soldiers, and Teresa was leading the lancers in a mad rush ever further from the gully. He had her in the glass, shamelessly, and he could hear the excited shouts of the lancers who would be lost to the control of the strung-out officers. They would assume that the Sergeant had found the girl, stripped her, let her get away, and was now pursuing her. Sharpe acknowledged her cleverness and bravery, but for the moment he had time only for the slim, muscled body, for a beauty that he wanted.


      Kearsey had limped to the edge of the gully’s floor and was looking up at Sharpe. ‘What’s happening?’


      ‘She’s leading them away, sir.’ He talked normally, the lancers were way beyond earshot.


      Kearsey nodded, as if he had expected the answer. Harper still looked curious. ‘How, sir?’


      The girl had disappeared behind the summit, and the lancers, all discipline shredded, were panting up the slope a good fifty yards behind. Sharpe grinned at his Sergeant. ‘She took her clothes off.’


      Kearsey whipped round, aghast. ‘You looked!’


      ‘Only to see if I could help, sir.’


      ‘What kind of a man are you, Sharpe?’ Kearsey was furious, but Sharpe turned away. What kind of a man was it that would not have looked?


      Harper still stood over the unconscious lancer and he sounded aggrieved. ‘You might have told me, sir.’


      Sharpe turned back. Kearsey had limped away. ‘I promised your mother I’d keep you out of trouble. Sorry.’ He grinned at the Sergeant again. ‘If I’d told you, then the whole damn Company would have wanted a look. Yes? And by now we’d be back in the war instead of being safe.’


      Harper grinned. ‘Privilege of rank, eh, sir?’


      ‘Something like that.’ He thought of the beauty, the shadowed body with its hard stomach, long thighs, and the challenges of the disinterested, almost antagonistic glances that she had given him.


      It was two hours before she returned, as silently as she had left, and wearing her white dress. She had done her work well, for the lancers had been recalled, the Sergeant given up, and Casatejada was thronged with Frenchmen. Sharpe guessed that the village had been the centre of a huge operation to clear the Partisans from Masséna’s supply areas. Kearsey agreed, and the two men watched as other cavalry units came from the north to join the Polish lancers. Dragoons, chasseurs, the uniforms of empire, stirring a dust cloud that would have befitted a whole army, and all spent on chasing Partisans through dry hills.


      The girl came up the rim and watched, silently, as the cavalry left her village. Their weapons flashed needles of light through the brown haze of the dust; the ranks seemed endless, the glorious might of France that had ridden down the best cavalry in Europe but could not defeat the Guerrilleros. Sharpe looked at the girl, at Kearsey, who talked with her, and was glad once more that he did not have to fight the Partisans. The only way to win was to kill them all, every one, young and old, and even that, as the French were finding, did not work. He thought of the bodies in the blood of the basement. It was not the war of Talavera.


      They spent the night in the gully, cautious lest the French should still be watching, and some time in the small hours the bubbles stopped in Kelly’s throat. Pru Kelly, though she did not know it, was a widow again, and Sharpe remembered the small Corporal’s smile, his willingness. They buried him at dawn, in a grave scratched from the soil, and they heaped it with rocks that would be forced apart by a fox and perched on by the vultures who would tear his chest further apart.


      Kearsey said the words, from memory, and the men stood round the heaped stones awkwardly. Dust to dust, ashes to ashes, and in a few weeks, Sharpe thought, Pru Kelly would marry again because that was the way with the women who marched with soldiers. The Polish Sergeant, tied up with musket slings, watched the burial and, for a few moments, stopped his struggles. The new day came, still hot, the rain still keeping away, and the Light Company marched into the empty valley to find their gold.

    

  


  
    
      CHAPTER 9


    


    
      It was a sweet smell, sticky-sweet, that left a foul deposit somewhere at the top of the nostrils, yet it was impossible to describe why it was so unpleasant. Sharpe had smelt it often enough, so had most of the Company, and they knew it fifty yards from the village. It was not so much a smell, Sharpe thought, as a state of the air, like an invisible mist. It seemed, like a mist, to thicken the air, make breathing difficult, yet all the time to have that sweet promise, as if the corpses the French had left behind were made of sugar and honey.


      Not even the dogs had been left alive. A few cats, too difficult to catch, had survived the French, but the dogs, like their owners, had been killed, splayed open with desperate savagery, as if the French thought that death by itself was not enough and a body must be turned inside out if it was not to come magically alive to ambush them again. Only one man lived in the village, one of Sharpe’s men left behind in the attack, and the French, true to the curious honour that prevailed between the armies, had left John Rorden propped on a mattress, with bread and water to hand and a bullet somewhere in his pelvis that would kill him before this new day was done.


      Ramon, in slow English, told Sharpe that four dozen people had been left in the village, mostly the old or the very young, but they had all died. Sharpe stared at the wrecked houses, the blood splashed on low, white walls.


      ‘Why were they caught?’


      Ramon shrugged, waved a bandaged hand. ‘They were good.’


      ‘Good?’


      ‘Francese.’ He was lost for a word and Sharpe helped.


      ‘Clever?’


      The young man nodded. He had his sister’s nose, the same dark eyes, but there was a friendliness to him that Sharpe had not seen in Teresa. Ramon shook his head hopelessly. ‘They were not all Guerrilleros, yes?’ Each group of words was a question, as if he wanted assurance that his English was adequate. Sharpe kept nodding. ‘They want peace? But now.’ He spoke two quick sentences in Spanish, his tone bitter, and Sharpe knew that those people of the uplands who had tried to stay aloof from the war would be drawn in whether they wanted it or not. Ramon blinked back tears; the dead had been of his village. ‘We went there?’ He pointed north. ‘They were before us, yes? We were…’ He described a circle with his two bandaged hands.


      ‘Surrounded?’


      ‘Sí.’ He looked down at his right hand, at the fingers that poked from the grey bandage, and Sharpe saw the index finger moving as if it were pulling a trigger. Ramon would fight again.


      The bodies were not just in the cellar. Some, perhaps for the amusement of the lancers, had been taken to the hermitage to meet their bitter end, and on the steps of the building Sharpe found Isaiah Tongue, the admirer of Napoleon, throwing up the dry bread that had been his breakfast. The Company waited by the hermitage. The prisoner, tall and proud, stood by Sergeant McGovern, and Sharpe stopped by the Scotsman.


      ‘Look after him, Sergeant.’


      ‘Aye, sir. They’ll not touch him.’ The sturdy face was twisted as if in pain. McGovern, like Tongue, had looked inside the hermitage. ‘Savages, sir, that’s what they are. Savages!’


      ‘I know.’


      There was nothing to say that would reach McGovern’s pain, the hurt of a father far from his children who had just seen small, dead bodies. The stench was thick by the hermitage, buzzing with flies, and Sharpe paused by the steps. There was almost a reluctance to go inside, not just because of the bodies but because of what the hermitage might not contain. The gold. So close, so near to the war’s survival, and instead of a feeling of triumph he felt stained, touched by a horror that brought an anger against his job. He climbed the steps, his face a mask, and wondered what his men would do if they found themselves, as they probably would, in a place where the rules no longer counted. He remembered the uncontrollable savagery that followed a siege, the sheer, exploding rage that he had felt after death had touched him a score of times in one small breach and he knew, as the cold air of the hermitage struck him, that this war in Spain, if it should go on, would not be won until British infantry had been fed into the narrow meat grinder of a small gap in a city wall.


      ‘Out! Get them out!’ The men, pale-faced, looked shocked at Sharpe’s anger, but he knew no other way to react to the small bodies. ‘Bury them!’


      Harper was crying, tears running down his cheeks. So much innocence, so much waste, as if a baby had earned this. Kearsey stood there, with Teresa, and neither cried. The Major flicked at his moustache. ‘Terrible. Awful.’


      ‘So is what they do to the French.’ Sharpe surprised himself by saying it, but it was true. He remembered the naked prisoners, wondered how the other captured Hussars had died.


      ‘Yes.’ Kearsey used the tone of a man trying to avoid an argument.


      The girl looked at Sharpe and he saw she was holding back tears, her face rigid with an anger that was frightening. Sharpe swatted at a fly. ‘Where’s the gold?’


      Kearsey followed him, spurs clicking on stone, and pointed at a stone slab that was flush with the hermitage floor. The building was not used for services. Even despite the ravages worked by the Poles it had the air of disuse, of being little more than storage for the village cemetery. It was a place that was consecrated only to death. The Major poked the stone slab with his toe. ‘Under there.’


      ‘Sergeant!’


      ‘Sir!’


      ‘Find a bloody pick! Smartly!’


      There was a comfort in orders, as if they could recall a war in which small babies did not die. He looked at the slab engraved with the name Moreno and beneath the letters an ornate and eroded coat of arms. Sharpe tried to forget the sound of the bodies being dragged outside. He tapped his toe on the shield.


      ‘Noble family, sir?’


      ‘What? Oh.’ Kearsey was subdued. ‘I don’t know, Sharpe. Perhaps once.’


      The girl had her back to them and Sharpe realized that this was her family’s vault. It made Sharpe wonder, with an irritating gesture, where his own body would finally rest. Beneath the ashes of some battlefield, or drowned like the poor reinforcements in their transport ships? ‘Sergeant!’


      ‘Sir?’


      ‘Where’s that pick?’


      Harper kicked at the debris left by the Poles, then grunted and stooped. He had the pick, minus its handle, and he thrust it into the gap between the stones. He heaved, the veins on his face standing out, and with a shudder the slab moved, lifted, and there was a space large enough for Sharpe to slide a piece of broken stone beneath.


      ‘You men!’ Faces looked round from the door of the hermitage. ‘Come here!’


      Teresa had gone to a second door, opening into the cemetery, and stood there as if she was not interested. Harper found another spot, levered again, and this time it was easier and there was enough space for a dozen hands to take hold of the slab and pull it from the floor, swinging it like a trapdoor, while Kearsey fussed that they would let it fall and bequeath to the Morenos a broken vault. Dark steps led down into the blackness. Sharpe stood at the top, claiming the right to be first down.


      ‘Candle? Come on, someone! There’s got to be a candle!’


      Hagman had one in his pack, a greasy but serviceable stump, and there was a pause while it was lit. Sharpe stared into the blackness. Here was where Wellington’s hopes were pinned? It was ludicrous.


      He took the candle and began the slow descent into the tomb and to a different kind of smell. This was not a sweet smell, not rank, but dusty because the bodies had been here a long time, some long enough for the coffins to have collapsed and to show the gleam of dry bones. Others were newer, still intact, the stonework below their niches stained with seeping liquid, but Sharpe was not looking at coffins. He held the miserable light high, sweeping it round the small space and saw, bright in the corruption, the flash of metal. It was not gold, just a discarded piece of brass that had once bound the corner of a casket.


      Sharpe turned to look at Kearsey. ‘There’s no gold.’


      ‘No.’ The Major looked round, as if he might have missed sixteen thousand gold coins on the empty floor. ‘It’s gone.’


      ‘Where was it stored?’ Sharpe knew it was hopeless, but he would not give up.


      ‘There. Where you are.’


      ‘Then where’s it gone, sir?’


      Kearsey sniffed, drew himself up to his full height. ‘How would I know, Sharpe? All I know is that it is not here.’ He sounded almost vindicated.


      ‘And where’s Captain Hardy?’ Sharpe was angry. To have come this far, for nothing.


      ‘I don’t know.’


      Sharpe kicked the vault’s wall, a petty reaction, and swore. The gold gone, Hardy missing, Kelly dead and Rorden dying. He put the candle on the ledge of a niche and bent down to look at the floor. The dust had been disturbed by long, streaking marks, and he congratulated himself ironically for guessing that the smears had been made when the gold was removed. The knowledge was not much use now. The gold was gone. He straightened up.


      ‘Could El Católico have taken it?’


      The voice came from above them, from the top of the steps, and it was a rich voice, deep as Kearsey’s but younger, much younger. ‘No, he could not.’ The owner of the voice wore long grey boots and a long grey cloak over a slim silver scabbard. As he descended the steps into the dim light, he proved to be a tall man with dark, thin good looks. ‘Major. How good to see you back.’


      Kearsey preened himself, flicked at his moustache, gestured at Sharpe. ‘Colonel Jovellanos, this is Captain Sharpe. Sharpe, this is—’


      ‘El Católico.’ Sharpe’s voice was neutral, no pleasure in the meeting.


      The tall man, perhaps three years older than Sharpe, smiled. ‘I am Joaquím Jovellanos, once Colonel in the Spanish army, and now known as El Católico.’ He bowed slightly. He seemed amused by the meeting. ‘They use my name to frighten the French, but you can see that I am really harmless.’ Sharpe remembered the man’s extraordinary speed with the sword, his bravery in facing the French charge alone. The man was far from harmless. Sharpe noticed the hands, long-fingered, that moved with a kind of ritual grace when he gestured. One of them was offered to Sharpe. ‘I hear you rescued my Teresa.’


      ‘Yes.’ Sharpe, as tall as El Católico, felt lumpish beside the Spaniard’s civilized languor.


      The other hand came from behind the cloak, briefly touched Sharpe’s shoulder. ‘Then I am in your debt.’ The words were given the lie by eyes that remained watchful and wary. El Católico moved back and smiled deprecatingly as if in admission that Spanish manners could be a trifle flowery. A slim hand gestured at the tomb. ‘Empty.’


      ‘So it seems. A lot of money.’


      ‘Which it would have been your pleasure to carry for us.’ The voice was like dark silk. ‘To Cádiz?’


      El Católico’s eyes had not left Sharpe. The Spaniard smiled, made the same gesture round the vault. ‘Alas, it cannot be. It is gone.’


      ‘Do you know where?’ Sharpe felt like a grubby street-sweeper in the presence of an exquisite aristocrat.


      The eyebrows went up. ‘I do, Captain. I do.’


      Sharpe knew he was being tantalized, but ploughed on. ‘Where?’


      ‘Does it interest you?’ Sharpe did not reply and El Católico smiled again. ‘It is our gold, Captain, Spanish gold.’


      ‘I’m curious.’


      ‘Ah. Well, in that case, I can relieve your curiosity. The French have it. They captured it two days ago, along with your gallant Captain Hardy. We captured a straggler who told us so.’


      Kearsey coughed, looked to El Católlico as if for permission to speak, and received it. ‘That’s it, Sharpe. Hunt’s over. Back to Portugal.’


      Sharpe ignored him, continued to stare at the watchful Spaniard. ‘You’re sure?’


      El Católico smiled, raised amused eyebrows, spread his hands. ‘Unless our straggler lied. And I doubt that.’


      ‘You prayed with him?’


      ‘I did, Captain. He went to heaven with a prayer, and with all his ribs removed, one by one.’ El Católico laughed.


      It was Sharpe’s turn to smile. ‘We have our own prisoner. I’m sure he can deny or confirm your straggler’s story.’


      El Católico pointed a finger up the stairs. ‘The Polish Sergeant? Is that your prisoner?’


      Sharpe nodded. The lies would be nailed. ‘That’s the one.’


      ‘How very sad.’ The hands came together with a graceful hint of prayerful regret. ‘I cut his throat as I arrived. In a moment of anger.’


      The eyes were not smiling, whatever the mouth did, and Sharpe knew this was not the moment to accept, or even acknowledge, the delicate challenge. He shrugged, as if the death of the Sergeant meant nothing to him, and followed the tall Spaniard up the steps and into the hermitage that was noisy with newcomers who quietened as their leader appeared. Sharpe stood, in the thick, sweet smell, and watched the grey-cloaked man move easily among his followers: the figure of a leader who disbursed favour, reward, and consolation.


      A soldier, Sharpe knew, was judged not merely by his actions but by the enemies he destroyed, and the Rifleman’s fingers reached, unconsciously, for his big sword. Nothing had been admitted, nothing openly said, but in the gloom of the vault, in the wreckage of British hopes, Sharpe had found the enemy, and now, in the scent of death, he groped for the way to victory in this sudden, unwanted, and very private little war.

    

  


  
    
      CHAPTER 10


    


    
      The rapier moved invisibly, one moment on Sharpe’s left, the next, as if by magic, past his guard and quivering at his chest. There was enough pressure to bend the blade, to feel the point draw a trace of blood; then El Católico stepped backwards, flicked the slim blade into a salute, and took up his guard again.


      ‘You are slow, Captain.’


      Sharpe hefted his blade. ‘Try changing weapons.’


      El Católico shrugged, reversed his blade, and held it to Sharpe. Taking the heavy cavalry sword in return, he held it level, turned his wrist, and lunged into empty air. ‘A butcher’s tool, Captain. En garde!’


      The rapier was as delicate as a fine needle, yet even with its balance, its responsiveness, he could do nothing to pierce El Católico’s casual defence. The Partisan leader teased him, led him on, and with a final contemptuous flick he beat Sharpe’s lunge aside and stopped his hand half an inch before he would have laid open Sharpe’s throat.


      ‘You are no swordsman, Captain.’


      ‘I’m a soldier.’


      El Católico smiled, but the blade moved just enough to touch Sharpe’s skin before the Spaniard dropped the sword on the ground and held out a hand for his own blade.


      ‘Go back to your army, soldier. You might miss the boat.’


      ‘The boat?’ Sharpe bent down, pulled his heavy blade towards him.


      ‘Didn’t you know, Captain? The British are going. Sailing home, Captain, leaving the war to us.’


      ‘then look after it. We’ll be back.’


      Sharpe turned away, ignoring El Católico’s laugh, and walked towards the gate leading into the street. He was in the ruins of Moreno’s courtyard, where Knowles had smashed the volleys into the lancers, and all that was left were bullet marks on the scorched walls. Cesar Moreno came through the gate and stopped. He smiled at Sharpe, raised a hand to El Católico, and looked round as if frightened that someone might be listening.


      ‘Your men, Captain?’


      ‘Yes?’


      ‘They’re ready.’


      He seemed a decent enough man, Sharpe thought, but whatever power and prowess he had once had seemed to have drained away under the twin blows of his wife’s death and his daughter’s love for the overpowering young El Católico. Cesar Moreno was as grey as his future son-in-law’s cloak: grey hair, grey moustache, and a personality that was a shadow of what he had once been. He gestured towards the street.


      ‘I can come with you?’


      ‘Please.’


      It had taken a full day to clear up the village, to dig the graves, to wait while Private Rorden died, the agony unbearable, and now they walked to where he and the other dead of the Company would be buried, out in the fields. El Católico walked with them, seemingly with inexhaustible politeness, but Sharpe sensed that Moreno was wary of his young colleague. The old man looked at the Rifleman.


      ‘My children, Captain?’


      Sharpe had been thanked a dozen times, more, but Moreno explained again.


      ‘Ramon was ill. Nothing serious, but he could not travel. That was why Teresa was here, to look after him.’


      ‘The French surprised you?’


      El Católico interrupted. ‘They did. They were better than we thought. We knew they would search the hills, but in such strength? Masséna is worried.’


      ‘Worried?’


      The grey-cloaked man nodded. ‘His supplies, Captain, all travel on roads to the south. Can you imagine what we will do to them? We ride again tomorrow, to ambush his ammunition, to try to save Almeida.’ It was a shrewd thrust. El Católico would risk his men and his life to save Almeida when the British had done nothing to rescue the Spanish garrison of Ciudad Rodrigo. He turned his most charming smile on Sharpe. ‘Perhaps you will come? We could do with those rifles of yours.’


      Sharpe smiled back. ‘We must rejoin our army. Remember? We might miss the boat.’


      El Católico raised an eyebrow. ‘And empty-handed. How sad.’


      The guerrilla band watched them pass in silence. Sharpe had been impressed by them, by their weaponry, and by the discipline El Católico imposed. Each man, and many of the women, had a musket and bayonet, and pistols were thrust into their belts alongside knives and the long Spanish swords. Sharpe admired the horses, the saddlery, and turned to El Católico.


      ‘It must be expensive.’


      The Spaniard smiled. It was as easy as parrying one of Sharpe’s clumsier lunges. ‘They ride for hatred, Captain, of the French. Our people support us.’


      And the British give you guns, Sharpe thought, but he said nothing. Moreno led them past the castillo, out into the field.


      ‘I’m sorry, Captain, that we cannot bury your man in our graveyard.’


      Sharpe shrugged. The British could fight for Spain, but their dead could not be put in a Spanish cemetery in case the Protestant soul would drag all the others down to hell. He stood in front of the Company, looked at Kearsey, who stood by the graves in his self-appointed role of chaplain, and nodded to Harper.


      ‘Hats off!’


      The words rang thin in the vastness of the valley. Kearsey was reading from his Bible, though he knew the words by heart, and El Católico, his face full of compassion, nodded as he listened. ‘Man that is born of a woman is of few days, and full of trouble. He cometh forth like a flower, and is cut down.’ And where’s the gold? Sharpe wondered. Was it likely that the French, having killed the old and young, smashed the crucifix, smeared excreta on the walls of the hermitage, would carefully replace the stone lid of the family tomb? High over the valley an exaltation of larks tumbled in their song flight, and Sharpe looked at Harper. The Sergeant was looking up, at his beloved birds, but as Sharpe watched him the Irishman glanced at his Captain and away. His face had been impassive, unreadable, and Sharpe wondered what he had found. He had asked him to look round the village, explaining nothing but knowing that the Sergeant would understand.


      ‘Amen!’ The burial service was over and Kearsey glared at the Company. ‘The salute, Captain!’


      ‘Sergeant!’


      ‘Company!’ The words rang out confidently, discipline in chaos, the muskets rising together, the faces of the men anonymous in the ritual. ‘Fire!’


      The volley startled the larks, drifted white smoke over the graves, and the decencies had been done. Sharpe would have buried the men without ceremony, but Kearsey had insisted, and Sharpe acknowledged that the Major had been right. The drill, the old pattern of command and obey, had reassured the men, and Sharpe had heard them talking, quietly and contentedly, about marching back to the British lines. The trip across the two rivers, out into enemy country, was being called a ‘wild-chicken chase’, diverting and dangerous but not part of the real war. They were missing the Battalion, the regular rations, the security of a dozen other battalions on the march, and the thought of gold that had once excited them was now seen in perspective, as another soldier’s dream, like finding an unlooted wine shop full of pliant women.


      Kearsey marched across to stand beside Sharpe. He faced the Company, the Bible still clasped in his hand. ‘You’ve done well. Very well. Difficult countryside and a long way from home. Well done.’ They stared back at him with the blank look soldiers keep for encouraging talks from unpopular officers. ‘I’m sorry that you must go back empty-handed, but your efforts have not been in vain. We have shown, together, that we do care about the Spanish people, about their future, and your enthusiasm, your struggle, will not be forgotten.’


      El Católico clapped, beamed at the Company, smiled at Kearsey. Sharpe’s Company stared at the two men as if wondering what new indignity would be heaped on them, and Sharpe suppressed a smile at the thought of the Spanish people remembering the enthusiasm and struggle of Private Batten.


      Kearsey flicked at his moustache. ‘You will march tomorrow, back to Portugal, and El Católico, here, will provide an escort.’


      Sharpe kept his face straight, hiding his fury. Kearsey had told him none of this.


      The Major went on. ‘I’m staying, to continue the fight, and I hope we will meet again.’ If he had expected a cheer he was disappointed.


      Then, as El Católico had visited the burial of the British dead, it was the officers’ turn to stand in the walled graveyard as the dead villagers were put into a common grave. El Católico had a tame priest, a moth-eaten little man, who rushed through the service as Sharpe, Knowles, and Harper stood awkwardly by the high wall. The French had been here, too, as disturbed graves and burst-open sepulchres showed. The dead had been reburied, the damage patched up, but Sharpe wondered yet again at the savagery of such a war.


      He looked at Teresa, dressed in black, and she gave him one of her unconcerned stares, as if she had never seen him before, and he told himself that there was already enough trouble looming on the horizon without planning to pursue El Católico’s woman. The Spanish officer, his sword still tucked under his arm, caught the glance Teresa gave Sharpe and he smiled slightly, or at least twitched the corners of his mouth, as if he recognized Sharpe’s desire and pitied him for wanting something as unattainable as Teresa. Sharpe remembered the golden body running up the rocks, the shadows on the skin, and he knew he would as soon give up his search for the gold as give up his desire for the girl.


      Harper crossed himself, the hats went on, and people stirred in the graveyard. Ramon limped over to Sharpe and smiled.


      ‘You go tomorrow?’


      ‘Yes.’


      ‘I am sad.’ He was genuine, the one friendly face in Casatejada. He pointed to Sharpe’s rifle. ‘I like it.’


      Sharpe grinned, gave him the rifle to handle. ‘Come with us; you could become a Rifleman.’ There was a laugh and El Católico stood there, Kearsey loyally shadowing the tall man, and he watched as Ramon felt with his little finger, poking from the bandage, the seven rifled grooves that spun the ball and made the weapon so accurate.


      El Católico cleared his throat. ‘A sad day, Captain.’


      ‘Yes, sir.’ Surely he had not come to tell Sharpe it had been a sad day.


      El Católico looked round the graveyard with an imperious eye. ‘Too many dead. Too many graves. Too many new graves.’


      Sharpe followed his eyes round the small graveyard. There was something strange here, something out of place, but it could have been his reaction to the burials, to the French damage in the graveyard. One wall, beside the hermitage, was made of niches, each sized to receive a coffin, and the French had torn off the sealed doors and spilt the rotting contents to the ground. Had the French heard of the gold, Sharpe wondered, or did they treat all cemeteries this way? To defile the dead was a taunt almost as callous as man could devise, but Sharpe guessed it was commonplace in the war between Partisans and French.


      Sergeant Harper, unexpectedly, took a pace forward. ‘They didn’t open all the graves, sir.’ He stated it consolingly, with his surprising compassion.


      El Católico smiled at him, saw that Harper was pointing at a fresh grave, neatly piled with earth and waiting for its headstone. The tall man nodded. ‘Not all. Perhaps there was not time. I buried him six days ago. A servant, a good man.’


      There was a snap and they all looked at Ramon, who was still fumbling with the Baker rifle. He had the small trap open, in the butt, and seemed impressed by the cleaning tools hidden inside. He handed the rifle back to Sharpe. ‘One day I have one, yes?’


      ‘One day I’ll give you one. When we’re back.’


      Ramon lifted his eyebrows. ‘You come back?’


      Sharpe laughed. ‘We’ll be back. We’ll chase the French all the way to Paris.’


      He slung the rifle and walked away from El Católico, across the cemetery and through a wrought-iron side gate that opened on to the wide fields. If he had hoped for fresh air, untainted with death, he was unlucky. Beside the gate, half hidden by dark-green bushes, was a vast manure heap, stinking and warm, and Sharpe turned back to see that El Católico had followed him.


      ‘You think the war is not lost, Captain?’


      Sharpe wondered if he detected a trace of worry in the Spaniard. He shrugged. ‘It’s not lost.’


      ‘You’re wrong.’ If the Spaniard had been worried, it was gone now. He spoke loudly, almost sneeringly. ‘You’ve lost, Captain. Only a miracle can save the British now.’


      Sharpe copied the sneering tone. ‘We’re all bloody Christians, aren’t we? We believe in miracles.’


      Kearsey’s protest was stopped by a peal of laughter. It checked them all, swung them round, to see Teresa, her arm through her father’s, standing at the hermitage door. The laugh stopped, the face became stern again, but for the first time, Sharpe thought, he had seen that she was not completely bound to the tall, grey-cloaked Spaniard. She even nodded to the Rifleman, in agreement, before turning away. Miracles, Sharpe decided, were beginning to happen.

    

  


  
    
      CHAPTER 11


    


    
      The elation had worn thin. Failure, like a hangover, imposed its mocking price of depression and regret as Sharpe marched westward from Casatejada towards the two rivers that barred the Light Company from a doomed British army. Sharpe felt sour, disappointed, and cheated. There had been little friendliness in the farewells. Ramon had embraced him, Spanish fashion, with a garlic kiss on both cheeks, and the young man had seemed genuinely sad to be parting from the Light Company. ‘Remember your promise, Captain. A rifle.’


      Sharpe had made the promise, but he wondered, gloomily, how it was to be kept. Almeida must soon be under siege, the French would dominate the land between the rivers, and the British would be retreating westward towards the sea, to final defeat. And all that stood between survival and a silent, bitter embarkation was his suspicion that the gold was still in Casatejada, hidden as subtly as the Partisans hid their food and their weapons. He remembered Wellington’s words. ‘Must, do you hear? Must!’ There had to be more gold, Sharpe thought: gold in the cellars of London, in the merchant banks, the counting-houses, in the bellies of merchant ships. So why this gold? The question could not be answered and the threat of defeat, like the rain-clouds that still built in the north, accompanied the Light Company on its empty march towards the river Agueda.


      The Partisans were also going westward and for the first hour Sharpe had watched the horsemen as they rode on the spine of a low chain of hills to the south. El Católico had talked of ambushing the French convoys that would be lumbering with ammunition towards Almeida. But, often as Sharpe saw Kearsey’s blue coat among the horsemen, he could not see El Católico’s grey cloak. He had asked José, one of El Católico’s Lieutenants and the leader of the Company’s escort, where the Partisan leader was, but José shrugged.


      ‘Went ahead.’ The Spaniard spurred his horse away.


      Patrick Harper caught up with Sharpe, glanced at his Captain’s face. ‘Permission to speak, sir?’


      Sharpe looked at him sourly. ‘You don’t usually ask. What is it?’


      Harper gestured at the escorting horsemen. ‘What do they remind you of, sir?’


      Sharpe looked at the long black cloaks, wide hats, and long-stirruped saddlery. He shrugged. ‘So tell me.’


      Harper looked up at the northern sky, at the heavy clouds. ‘I remember, sir, when I was a recruit. It was like this, so it was, marching from Derry.’ Sharpe was used to the Sergeant’s circumlocutions. If there were a way of imparting information by a story, then the Irishman preferred to use it, and Sharpe, who had learned that it was worth listening, did not interrupt. ‘And they gave us an escort, sir, just like this. Horsemen before, beside, behind, and all the way round, so that not one mother’s son would get the hell off the road. It was like being a prisoner, sir, so it was, and all the way! Locked up at night, we were, in a barn near Maghera, and on their side, we were!’


      The Sergeant’s face had the fleeting look of sadness that sometimes came when he talked of home, his beloved Ulster, of a place so poor that he had ended up in the army of its enemy. The look passed and he grinned again. ‘Do you see what I’m telling you, sir? This is a bloody escort for prisoners. They’re seeing us off their own land, so they are.’


      ‘And what if they are?’ The two men had quickened their pace so they were ahead of the Company, out of earshot.


      ‘The bastards are lying through their teeth.’ Harper said it with a quiet relish, as if confident that he could defeat their lies as easily as he saw through them.


      José paused on a ridge ahead and searched the ground before spurring his horse onwards. The Company was isolated in a vastness of pale grass, rocks, and dried streambeds. The sun baked it all, hazed it with shimmering air, cracking the soil open with miniature chasms. Sharpe knew they must stop soon and rest, but his men were uncomplaining, even the wounded, and they trudged on in the heat and dust towards the far blue line that was the hills around Almeida.


      ‘All right. Why are they lying?’


      ‘What did your man say yesterday?’ Harper meant El Católico, but the question did not demand an answer from Sharpe. The Sergeant went on with enthusiasm. ‘We were standing by that grave, you remember, and he said that he had buried the man six days before. Would you remember that?’


      Sharpe nodded. He had been thinking of that grave himself, but his Sergeant’s words were opening up new ideas. ‘Go on.’


      ‘Yesterday was a Saturday. I asked the Lieutenant; he can always remember the day and date. So that means he buried his servant on the Sunday.’


      Sharpe looked at Harper, mystified by the meaning of his statement. ‘So?’


      ‘So he buried the man last Sunday.’


      ‘What’s wrong with that?’


      ‘God save Ireland, sir, they would not do that. Not on a Sunday and not on a holy day. They’re Catholics, sir, not your heathen Protestants. On a Sunday? Not at all!’


      Sharpe grinned at his vehemence. ‘Are you sure?’


      ‘Am I sure? If my name’s not Patrick Augustine Harper, and we were all good Catholics in Tangaveane despite the bastard English. Now would you look at that, sir?’


      ‘What?’ Sharpe was alarmed by the Sergeant’s suddenly pointing to the north, as if a French patrol had appeared.


      ‘A red kite, sir. You don’t see many of those.’


      Sharpe saw a bird that looked like a hawk, but to him most birds, from cuckoos to eagles, looked like hawks. He walked on. Harper had reinforced his suspicions, added to them, and he let his mind wander over the vague feelings that were causing him disquiet. The stone over the crypt that had not even prompted the faintest mistrust from Kearsey. Then there was the speed with which El Católico had killed the Polish Sergeant, forgoing the usual pleasure of torturing the man, and surely, Sharpe reasoned, that had been done so that the man did not have time in his dying to blurt out the awkward fact that the French knew nothing about the gold. It was not much of a reason for suspicion. In the short time that the lancer had been their prisoner Sharpe had not even found a common language, but El Católico was not to know that.


      The stone, the sudden death of the lancer, and, added to those, Sharpe’s first suspicions that the French, if they had found the treasure, would not have lingered in the high valley but would have ridden fast with their booty to Ciudad Rodrigo. Now there was Harper’s idea that, if El Católico had told the truth, the grave in the churchyard had been created on a Sunday, which, by itself, was reason for suspicion. Sharpe walked on, feeling the sweat trickling down his back, and tried to remember El Católico’s words. Had he said something like ‘I buried him less than a week ago’? But if Harper was right, exact about the six days? Once again his suspicion was drifting free and had nothing to pin it and justify the plan that was in his mind. Yet El Católico was lying. He had no proof, just a certainty. He turned back to Harper.


      ‘You think the gold is in that grave?’


      ‘There’s something there, sir, and it’s as sure as eternal damnation that it’s no Christian burial.’


      ‘But he could have buried the man on the Saturday.’


      ‘He could, sir, he could. But there’s the point that the thing is not disturbed. Strange.’ Again Sharpe did not follow the Irishman’s reasoning. Harper grinned at him. ‘Say you wanted to steal a few thousand gold coins, sir, and they were hidden in the vault. Now, would you want to share the good news with everyone that you were taking them away? Not if you have a grain of sense, sir, so you move it a short way, hidden by the walls of the burial yard, and you hide it again. In a good fresh grave.’


      ‘And if I was a French officer’—Sharpe was thinking out loud—‘the first place I would look for anything hidden—guns, food, anything—is a good fresh grave.’


      Harper nodded. He was no longer smiling. ‘And if you found the corpse of a British officer, sir? What would you do then?’


      The Sergeant had gone way ahead of Sharpe’s thinking and he let the idea thread itself into his suspicions. Where the hell was Hardy? If the French found a British officer in a grave they would not disturb it; they would replace the earth, even say a prayer. He whistled softly. ‘But—’


      ‘I know, sir.’ Harper interrupted him. This was the Sergeant’s theory, well thought over, and he raced ahead with it. ‘There’s the funny thing. They won’t bury you heathen English in holy ground in case you spoil it for us good Catholics. But would you think sixteen thousand gold coins might overcome their fear of eternal perdition, sir? I’d be tempted. And you can always move the body when you dig up the gold, and with two Hail Marys you’re back on the golden ladder.’ Harper nodded in satisfaction with his theory. ‘Did you talk, sir, with the girl’s father?’


      ‘Yes, but he knew nothing.’ Which was not true, Sharpe reflected. He had talked with Cesar Moreno, in the burnt courtyard of the widower’s house, and the grey head bowed when Sharpe had asked what had happened to Captain Hardy. ‘I don’t know.’ Moreno had looked up, almost pleading with Sharpe not to go on.


      ‘And the gold, sir?’


      Teresa’s father had jerked away from Sharpe. ‘The gold! Always the gold! I wanted it to go to Lisbon. El Católico wants it to go by road! The French have it! If your cavalry had not blundered, Captain, it would be on its way to Cádiz. There is no gold any more.’


      There had been a note of desperation in the man’s voice that had made Sharpe want to go on prying, to let the gentle questions release Moreno’s honesty, but El Católico, Teresa with him, had appeared at the gate and the chance had gone. Yet now Harper was offering a new thought, one that Sharpe would never have found for himself: that the grave in the walled cemetery held the treasure, and, like the mysterious old mounds in the British countryside, the body was surrounded by gold. There was another supersition attached to those mounds, one Sharpe remembered well, that each was guarded by a sleeping dragon, a dragon that would wake at the first scrape of a thieving pickaxe. The dragon would have to be risked.


      Sharpe let the idea take wings, spin itself into the air, a fragile sequence of possibilities on which to suspend the hope of victory. Could the gold be in Casatejada? So easy? That the gold was in the graveyard, sitting there till the armies had moved on, and El Católico could dig it up without fear of French patrols or zealous exploring officers. Then why had El Católico encouraged Kearsey to stay on with the Partisans? Or, he remembered, invited Sharpe to stay with his rifles? Yet if Harper were right, if his own suspicions were right, then the grave had been dug on a Sunday, which was against the law of the Church, and in it were the gold and the body of Josefina’s lover. And perhaps El Católico had invited them to stay with the Partisans because that only lessened their suspicions, and because El Católico had all the time in the world and was in no particular hurry to dig up the coins. It was all too fantastic, a delicate web of frail surmise, but he knew that if he did not take a decision, then all would be irrevocably lost. He laughed out loud, at the absurdity of it all, at his worries that he might cause himself trouble if he were in the wrong, as if that mattered against the outcome of the summer’s campaign. José looked round, startled by the sudden laugh.


      ‘Captain?’


      ‘We must take a rest. Ten minutes.’


      The men sat down gratefully, stripped off their packs, and lay full length on the ground. Sharpe walked back along the line to talk to the wounded men who were being helped by their comrades. He heard Batten grumbling and stopped.


      ‘Don’t worry, Batten, there’s not much farther to go.’


      The suspicious eyes looked up at Sharpe. ‘It’s a hot day, sir.’


      ‘You’d complain if it was any colder.’ The men nearby grinned. ‘Anyway, you’ll be in Almeida tomorrow and back with the Battalion the day after.’


      He spoke loudly for the escort’s benefit, and as he spoke he knew that the decision had been taken. They would not be in Almeida tomorrow, or the day after, but back in Casatejada, where there was some gravedigging to do. It was the only way to allay the suspicions, but by doing it Sharpe knew he was taking on enemies that were more dangerous than the French. If the gold were there, and for a second his mind sheered away from the terrifying prospect that it was not, then the Company would have to carry it across twenty miles of hostile country, avoiding the French, but, worse than that, fighting off the Partisans, who knew the territory and how to fight it. For the moment all he could do was to convince the surly José that he had every intention of going straight back to the army, and Sharpe, to his men’s surprise, suddenly waxed voluble and jolly.


      ‘Boiled beef tomorrow, lads. No more vegetable stew! Army rum, your wives, the Regimental Sergeant Major, all the things you’ve missed. Aren’t you looking forward to it?’ They grinned at him, happy that he was happy. ‘And for us unmarried men the best women in Portugal!’ There were rude cheers for that and the Partisan, resting in his saddle, looked on disapprovingly.


      ‘Your men fight for women, Captain?’


      Sharpe nodded cheerfully. ‘And for drink. Plus a shilling a day with deductions.’


      Knowles walked up from the rear with his watch open. ‘Ten minutes are up, sir.’


      ‘On your feet!’ Sharpe clapped his hands. ‘Come on, lads! Let’s go home. Parades, rations, and Mrs Roach to do the washing!’


      The men stood up in good moods, heaved on their packs, shouldered their weapons, and Sharpe saw José’s disdainful look. He had created the impression, a fairly accurate impression, that the Light Company cared only for drink and women, and such allies were not to José’s taste. Sharpe wanted to be despised, to be under-rated, and if the Spaniard went back to Casatejada thinking that the men of the South Essex were clumsy, crude, and hell-bent on reaching the cat-houses of Lisbon, then that suited Sharpe.


      Patrick Harper, the seven-barrelled gun hitched high on his shoulder, fell into step with Sharpe once more. ‘So we’re going back?’


      Sharpe nodded. ‘Not that anyone else needs to know. How did you guess?’


      Harper laughed. He looked shrewdly at Sharpe, as if gauging the wisdom of his answer, but he seemed to think it safe. ‘Because you want the bastard’s woman.’


      Sharpe smiled. ‘And the gold, Patrick. Don’t forget the gold.’


      They reached the Agueda at dusk, when gnats gathered in clouds over the slow northward flow of the river. Sharpe was tempted to bivouac on the eastern bank, but knew that such an action would arouse the Partisans’ suspicions, so the Light Company waded the river and went half a mile into the trees that fringed the western hills. The escort did not leave but stood on the far bank watching them, and for a moment Sharpe wondered if the Spaniards suspected that the British soldiers would try to return to Casatejada in the night. He turned to a shivering Lieutenant Knowles. ‘Light a fire.’


      ‘A fire?’ Knowles looked astonished. ‘But the French—’


      ‘I know. Light it. A big one.’


      The men were enthusiastic. Those who had the wicked saw-backed bayonets attacked cork-oak branches, others gathered kindling, and within minutes the blue wood-smoke rose like a wavering signal in the evening sky. Patrick Harper, standing in dripping shirt-tails and holding his sodden trousers to the fire, cocked an inquisitive look towards his Captain as if suggesting that the blaze was dangerous. It was deliberately so, because seeing it would further convince the Partisans of the ineptness of the British infantry. Any man who lit a fire in countryside patrolled by the enemy could not expect to live long.


      Whether prompted by the sight of the fire or by the lateness of the hour, José decided to leave, and Sharpe, crouching in the shadows at the tree-line, watched as the horsemen wheeled and spurred their horses back to the east. The Company was alone.


      ‘Lieutenant!’


      Knowles came from the fire. ‘Sir.’


      ‘We’re going back. Tonight.’ He watched Knowles to see if there was any reaction, but the north countryman nodded as if the news was not unexpected. Sharpe was obscurely disappointed. ‘We won’t take the wounded. Sergeant Read can take them on to Almeida. Give him three men to help and tell him to find a convoy going back over the Coa. Understand?’


      ‘Yes, sir.’


      ‘And we’ll split up tonight. I’ll go ahead with the Riflemen; you follow. You’ll find us in the graveyard at Casatejada.’


      Knowles scratched his head. ‘You reckon the gold’s in there, sir?’


      Sharpe nodded. ‘Maybe. I want to look, anyway.’ He grinned at the Lieutenant, infecting him with his enthusiasm. ‘Arrange that, Robert; then let me know if there are any problems.’


      Night dropped swiftly and the darkness seemed to Sharpe to be doubly thick. The moon was hidden behind looming clouds that slowly, infinitely slowly, blotted out the stars, and a small, chill breeze that came from the north reminded Sharpe that the weather had to break. Let it not be tonight, he thought, for rain would slow them, make the difficult journey even more hazardous, and he needed to be in Casatejada while the darkness still reigned. To his surprise, his pleasure, the news that they were not going on to Almeida seemed to excite the men. They grinned at him, muttered that he was a bastard, but there was a restlessness about the Company that spoke of a need to fulfil their job. Knowles came back, a shadow in the darkness.


      ‘Any problems?’


      ‘Only Read, sir. Wants a paper.’


      Sharpe laughed. Sergeant Read was as fussy as a broody hen and doubtless thought that his small band was in more danger from their own side than from the French. If the provosts found a small group wandering away from their battalion they could assume they had found deserters and get out their long ropes. Sharpe scribbled with a pencil on a page from Knowles’s notebook, not knowing in the darkness if the words were even legible. ‘Give him that.’ Knowles did not leave and Sharpe could hear him moving restlessly. ‘What is it?’


      The Lieutenant’s voice was low, worried. ‘Do you know the gold is there, sir?’


      ‘You know I don’t.’


      There was a pause; Knowles shifted from foot to foot. ‘It’s a risk, sir.’


      ‘How?’ Sharpe knew that his Lieutenant was not lacking in courage.


      ‘I thought Major Kearsey ordered you back to the army, sir. If he comes back and finds us poking round Casatejada he won’t exactly be happy. And El Católico won’t welcome us with open arms. And…’ His voice trailed away.


      ‘And what?’


      ‘Well, sir.’ Knowles crouched down so he was closer to Sharpe, his voice even lower. ‘Everyone knows you were in trouble with the General after those provosts, sir. If Kearsey complains about you, sir, well…’ He ran out of words again.


      ‘I could be in even more trouble, yes?’


      ‘Yes, sir. And it’s not just that.’ His words suddenly tumbled out as if he had been storing the speech for days, or even weeks. ‘We all know the gazette hasn’t come through, sir, and it’s so unfair! Just because you were once a Private they seem to be doing nothing, and the Eagle counts for nothing.’


      ‘No, no, no.’ Sharpe stopped the flow. He was embarrassed, touched, even surprised. ‘The army isn’t unfair, just slow.’


      He did not believe that himself, but if he let himself express his real thoughts, then the bitterness would show. He remembered the elation of the moment, a year before, when the General had gazetted him a Captain, but since then there had been only silence from the Horse Guards. He wondered whether the gazette had already been refused and no one dared tell him; that had happened before and battalion commanders had made up the pay themselves. Damn the army, damn the promotion system. He looked at Knowles.


      ‘How long have you been a Lieutenant?’


      ‘Two years and nine months, sir.’ Sharpe was hardly surprised that the answer was given so fully and so quickly. Most Lieutenants counted the days till they had three years’ seniority. ‘So you’ll be a Captain by Christmas?’


      Knowles sounded embarrassed. ‘My father’s paying, sir. He promised me the money after Talavera.’


      ‘You deserve it.’ Sharpe felt the pang of jealousy. He could never afford fifteen hundred pounds for a Captaincy, and Knowles was lucky in his father. Sharpe laughed, disguising his mood. ‘If my gazette fails, Robert, then by Christmas we’ll have changed places!’ He stood up, looked across the dark valley. ‘Time to go. God knows how we find the way. But good luck.’


      


      A thousand miles away, north and east, a small man with an untidy hank of hair and an insatiable appetite for work looked at the pile of papers he had dealt with and grunted approvingly as he re-read the last paragraphs of the latest despatch from Marshal André Masséna. He wondered if the Marshal, whom he himself had made into the Prince of Essling, was losing his touch. The British army was so small—the newspapers from London said a mere twenty-three thousand with twenty-two thousand Portuguese allies—while the French armies were so big, and Masséna seemed to be taking the devil of a long time. But the despatch said that he was going forward, into Portugal, and soon the British would have their backs to the sea and would face nothing but terror, shame, and defeat. The small man yawned. He knew everything that happened in his huge Empire, even that the Prince of Essling had taken a young woman to the war to keep his bed warm at night, but he would be forgiven. A man needed that, especially as the years went on, and victory forgave all. He laughed out loud, startling a servant and flickering the candles, as he remembered a secret agent’s report that said Masséna’s mistress was disguised in Hussar uniform. But what did that matter? The Empire was safe and the small man went to his bed, to his Princess, in utter ignorance of the Company that marched through his territory in the hope of giving him many sleepless nights in the months to come.

    

  


  
    
      CHAPTER 12


    


    
      It was a nightmare journey and only Hagman’s instincts, honed by years of poaching dark countryside, took the Riflemen safely back over the paths where they had been escorted earlier in the day. Sharpe wondered how Knowles, with the larger number of men, was surviving, but there were poachers not unlike Hagman in the Redcoats and there was no point in worrying. The Riflemen made good time, cursing through the rocks, stumbling on the streambeds, going faster than the less well-trained men of the South Essex could travel. The Rifles were the elite of the army, the best trained, the best equipped, the finest infantry of an army which boasted the best foot soldiers in the world, but none of their training, their vaunted self-reliance, had prepared them for the job of sneaking into Casatejada under the noses of suspicious Partisans.


      Perversely the moon made an appearance as the green-jacketed men reached the final crest before the village. It sailed clear of the ragged cloud-edge and showed the village, innocent and silent, in the centre of the valley. The men dropped to the ground, pushed their rifles forward, but nothing moved in the moonlight except the barley rippling in the breeze and the maize clattering on its long stalks. Sharpe stared at the village, reliving the hopelessness of trying to get near it unseen, and tonight there would be no hope of persuading its defenders to light fires, dazzle themselves, and thus give the attackers an advantage. He stood up. ‘Come on.’


      They made a wide circuit, round the southern end of the valley, moving fast in the moonlight and hoping that if their shadowed bodies were dimly seen against the dark background of the hills the sentries in the village would think that it was one of the wolf-packs that ran in the uplands. Twice on the journey the Riflemen had heard the wolves near them, once seen a ragged profile on a crest, but they had not been troubled. The cemetery was on the eastern side of the street and the Riflemen had to circle the village so they could approach from the darkness. Sharpe kept looking towards the east, fearing the first sliver of dawn, fearing the approach to the village. ‘Down!’


      They dropped again, panting, in a field of half-cut barley that the French had trampled with their horses, criss-crossing the field so that, in the darkness, it was made of fantastic patterns and strangely shadowed curves. ‘Come on.’ They wriggled forward, the hermitage a quarter-mile away with its bell-tower staring at them, picking paths through the stalks where the crop had been flattened and where standing clumps gave them cover. No one spoke; each man knew his job, and each knew, too, that the Spaniards, who talked to one another with white stones on hilltops, could have watched them for the last five miles. Yet why should they be suspicious? Sharpe was haunted by the question, by the possible answers, by the knife-edge on which he had balanced the Company.


      Two hundred yards to go and he stopped, raised a hand, and turned to Hagman. ‘All right?’


      The man nodded, grinned his toothless grin. ‘Perfect, sir.’


      Sharpe looked at Harper. ‘Come on.’


      Now it was just the two of them, creeping forward into the growing stench of the manure, listening for the tiny sounds that could betray an alert sentry. The barley, crushed and tortuous, grew almost to the wall of the graveyard, but as they twisted their way closer to the high white wall Sharpe knew they could not hope to climb it unseen. He let Harper wriggle alongside and put his mouth close to the Sergeant’s ear.


      ‘You see the bell-tower?’


      Harper nodded.


      ‘There has to be someone up there. We can’t cross here. We’ll be seen.’


      The Sergeant put out a hand and curved it to the left. Sharpe nodded. ‘Come on.’


      The bell-tower, with its arches facing the four points of the compass, was the most obvious sentry post in the village. Sharpe could see nothing in the shadowed space at the top of the tower, but he knew a man was there, and as they crawled, the stalks of the barley deafening, he felt like a small animal creeping towards a trap. They reached the corner of the cemetery, stood against the wall with a false sense of relief, and then, hidden from the tower, edged slowly down its left-hand side towards the gate, the bushes, and the rank heap of manure.


      Nothing stirred. It was as if Casatejada were deserted, and for a moment Sharpe let his mind dwell on the luxurious possibility that El Católico had ridden with all his followers and that the village truly was empty. Then he remembered Ramon, who could not yet ride, and his sister, Teresa, who had stayed to look after him, and he knew that the village was lived in, was guarded, yet somehow they had reached the gate into the cemetery and no one had shouted, no one had clicked back the lock of a musket, and still the village had the blank look of a sleeping community. Sharpe peered through the wrought-iron gate. The graves were lit by the moon. It was quiet, the hairs on the back of his neck prickled, and suddenly the idea of sixteen thousand gold coins hidden in the grave was ridiculous. He twitched Harper’s elbow, forcing the Sergeant into the thick shadow of the bushes by the gate.


      ‘I don’t like it,’ he whispered. There was no point in trying to dissect his fears; a soldier had to trust instinct and the moment he tried to pin it down it would vanish like smoke in a mist. ‘You stay here. I’ll go in. If anyone interferes with me use that damned gun.’


      Patrick Harper nodded. He had unslung the seven-barrelled gun and he pulled back the flint, slowly and evenly, so that the heavily greased pawl slid silently into place. The Sergeant shared his officer’s apprehension, though whether it was the sight of the empty graveyard in the thin moonlight or that their enemies mockingly watched them he was not sure. He watched Sharpe jump for the top of the wall, not trusting the hinges of the gate, and then he looked into the hills and saw the faintest edge on the horizon, the harbinger of dawn, and felt a chill breeze disturb the thick stench of the manure. He heard Sharpe’s scabbard scrape on the stones. There was a thump as he hit the ground; then Harper was alone, in the thick cover of the bush, and gripping the stock of the killer gun.


      Sharpe crouched inside the graveyard, his ears ringing with the noise he had made as he dropped over the wall. He had been a fool! He should have slipped his sword and rifle through the bars of the gate, but he had not thought of it, and he had made a noise like a lover fleeing from a returning husband as he slithered and bumped his way over the high stone barrier. But nothing moved; nothing sounded except a curious deep background sighing where the wind passed through the bell-tower and caressed the huge metal instrument. Across the graveyard he could see the wall sepulchres, little boxes in the thin light, and he thought of the putrefaction dripping down the mortar, and the bodies that lay in this yard, and then he was on his belly and crawling between the graves towards the spot, across the yard, where the fresh grave waited for him. He could be seen, he knew, from the bell-tower as he made his way across, but the die was cast, there was no going back, and he could only hope that the man in the tower was sleeping, his head on his chest, while the enemy sneaked in beneath. His belt buckle, crossbelt, and buttons all snagged on the dry earth as he crawled towards the heap of earth. The grave did look suspicious, he decided, higher than the others and somehow more neatly sculptured into a squared ridge of pale soil. He had smeared his face with a mixture of dirt and spittle, but he dared not look up, much as he wanted to, to see if a face was leaning out of the archway.


      In the stillness, he cursed his stupidity. Should he have marched straight in, bayonets fixed, and insisted on digging up the grave? If he had been certain he could have done that, instead of coming like a thief in the night, but nothing was certain. A suspicion, that was all, a flimsy, damned suspicion that was buttressed by nothing more than Patrick Harper’s insistence that a man would not be buried on a Sunday. He suddenly remembered that the Sergeant’s middle name was Augustine and he grinned, senselessly, as at last he came up beside the object he had marched so far and hard to explore.


      Nothing moved. The bell moaned gently, but there were no other sounds. It would have been easy to think that he was utterly alone, completely unseen, but his instinct was still sending danger signals that he could do nothing about. He began to dig, awkwardly, lying flat with a crooked arm and dragging back handfuls of earth from the grave. It was harder than he had thought. Every handful of dry earth and flinty stone brought down a miniature landslide from the top of the ridge, and each time it seemed that the noise was deafening, but he dared do nothing except keep scrabbling at the grave while the muscles of his arm, bent unnaturally, shrieked with agony. Once he thought he heard a noise, a foot on stone, but when he froze there was nothing. He looked up, saw the tinge of grey light that limited his time, and he dug deeper, forcing his hand into the soil and trying to make a tunnel down to whatever was buried in this hard, shallow land. The light was improving, disastrously, and what before had been mere humped shadows in the moonlight could now be seen as distinct, ornate gravestones. He could even read the writing on the nearest stone—Maria Uracca—and the carved angel that guarded her rest seemed to leer at him in the thin light. He risked a look upwards, throwing caution away, but there was nothing to be seen in the arched opening at the top of the tower, except for the grey, dim shape of the bell. He pushed his hand in harder, still meeting nothing but soil and stone, and enlarged the crater he had made, which looked as if a dog had been scrabbling for a bone. Then there was a voice, clear and distinct, somewhere in the village, and he knew there was no more time. The voice had not sounded alarmed, just someone getting up, but there was no point in trying to hide any more. He knelt up and used both hands, pulling back the soil, delving down to whatever was in the grave. And there it was. Sackcloth. He scraped more frantically, the soil caving in on the patch of sacking, and his mind whipped ahead to the thought of gold coins in thin sacks, buried six inches below the surface. He cleared the patch again, could see the sacking clearly, and he thrust at it with stiff fingers, splitting it, forcing his hand into the coins. But there were no coins. Just the filthy, desperate, rotten smell of corpse, and a horrifying slime on his fingers, a gagging in his throat, and he knew instantly that this body, shrouded in plain, brown cloth, was not Captain Hardy but El Católico’s servant, who, for a reason he would never know, had been undisturbed by the marauding Frenchmen. Failure, utter, complete, total failure, the end of a thousand hopes, and fingers covered in rotting tissue. And no gold.


      ‘Good morning.’ The voice was mocking, even and steady, and Sharpe spun round to see El Católico standing in the door of the hermitage. The Spanish officer was in shadow, but there was no mistaking the long uniform cuffs beneath the grey cloak, the slim sword, or the silken voice. ‘Good morning, Captain Sharpe. Were you hungry?’


      Sharpe stood up, conscious of the filth on his uniform. He bent down to pick up his rifle, but checked as he saw a musket barrel point at him from behind El Católico, and suddenly, on quiet feet, a dozen men were in a line either side of the Spaniard who still looked at Sharpe with a mocking eye.


      ‘Do you often dig up corpses, Captain Sharpe?’


      There was nothing to say. He let the rifle stay on the ground and straightened up.


      ‘I asked if you often dug up corpses, Captain.’


      The tall man walked a few more feet into the cemetery. Sharpe wiped the filth from his right hand on his overall trousers. Why the devil had Harper not appeared? Had they found him, too? Sharpe had heard nothing, no footsteps, no creaking door, but he had been scraping at the soil and the noise had been enough to cover El Católico’s quiet approach to the back door of the hermitage.


      The Spaniard chuckled, waved a hand in one of his elegant gestures. ‘You’re not going to answer my question. I suppose you are searching for the gold? Am I right?’ Sharpe said nothing and El Católico’s voice became insistent. ‘Am I right?’


      ‘Yes.’


      ‘You have a voice!’ El Católico turned and spoke to one of his men, waited, and turned back holding a spade. ‘Then dig, Captain. Dig. We never had time to bury Carlos properly. We did it in a hurry last Saturday night, so you can do us a service.’ He threw the spade at Sharpe, the blade catching the light, and it thumped into the soil next to the Rifleman’s feet.


      Sharpe did not move. Part of him damned Harper, unfairly, for the suspicions about a Sunday burial, but he knew that he would have come back anyway. And where was the big Irishman? He could not have been captured, not without a struggle that would have been audible a mile away, and Sharpe felt the faintest stirring of hope.


      El Católico took a step forward. ‘You won’t dig?’


      The tall Spaniard chopped down with his left hand and Sharpe saw the musket barrel come up, heard the bang, saw the stab of flame in the gout of smoke, and the ball flattened itself on the wall behind him. Had the bastards cut Harper’s throat? There was no hope of a rescue from Hagman; Sharpe had drummed it into the group that they were not to come into the village unless summoned. Damn everything! And Knowles would lumber into the same trap, and everything, every last bloody thing, had collapsed around him because he had been too clever. He picked up the spade—there was no choice—and he thrust its blade into the earth beside the body, and his mind, refusing to take the finality of utter defeat, still hoped that beneath the rotting corpse he might find bags of gold. Beneath the body was flinty soil, full of sharp rocks, hard-packed and jarring as he thrust down with the spade.


      El Católico laughed. ‘Have you found your gold, Captain?’ He turned to his men, spoke in quick Spanish, and they laughed at the Englishman, mocked the Rifle Captain with the dirty face who was being forced to dig a grave like a peasant.


      ‘Joaquim?’ Teresa’s voice, and suddenly she was there, dressed in a long white dress, and she stood beside her man, put her arm through his, and asked what was happening. Sharpe heard her laughter as El Católico explained.


      ‘Dig, Captain, dig! The gold! You must have the gold!’ El Católico was enjoying himself.


      Sharpe threw down the spade. ‘There is no gold.’


      ‘Ah!’ El Católico’s face showed mock horror; his hands flew up, releasing the girl, and he translated to his men. He turned back, ignoring their laughter. ‘Where are your men, Captain?’


      ‘Watching you.’


      It was a feeble answer and El Católico treated it with the contempt it deserved. He laughed. ‘You were seen crawling to the grave, Captain, all alone and in the darkness. But you’re not alone, are you?’


      ‘No. And I didn’t expect to find you here.’


      El Católico bowed. ‘An unexpected pleasure, then. Teresa’s father is leading the ambush. I decided to come back.’


      ‘To protect your gold?’ It was a futile attempt, but everything was futile now.


      El Católico put an arm round Teresa’s shoulders. ‘To protect my treasure, Captain.’ He translated again, and the men laughed. The girl’s face stayed enigmatic as ever. El Católico waved a hand at the gate. ‘Go, Captain. I know your men are near. Go home, little gravedigger, and remember one thing.’


      ‘Yes?’


      ‘Watch your back. Very carefully. It’s a long road.’ El Católico laughed, watched Sharpe bend down to retrieve his rifle. ‘Leave the rifle, little gravedigger. It will save us picking it up from the road.’


      Sharpe picked it up, slung it defiantly on his shoulder, and swore uselessly at the Spaniard. El Católico laughed, shrugged, and gestured again at the gate.


      ‘Go, Captain. The French have the gold, as I told you. The French.’


      The gate was not locked; it could have been opened easily, but Patrick Harper, with the blood of Irish heroes in his veins, chose to stand back and kick it with one enormous foot. It exploded inwards, the hinges tearing from the dry mortar, and there he stood, six feet four inches of grinning Irishman, filthy as a slaughterer, and with seven barrels held in one hand that pointed casually at El Católico and his men.


      ‘Top of the morning! And how’s our lordship this morning?’


      Sharpe was rarely given a glimpse of Harper’s imitation of what the rest of the world thought of as Irish mannerisms, but this was obviously a rich performance. The dreadful shroud of failure vanished because Sharpe knew, with an absolute certainty, that Patrick Harper was boiling with good news. There was the grin, the jigging walk, and the inane words that bubbled from the huge soldier.


      ‘And a fine morning it is, to be sure, your honour.’ He was looking at El Católico. ‘I wouldn’t move, your grace, not while I’ve got the gun on you. It could go off with a desperate bang, so it could, and take the whole of your precious head off.’ He glanced at Sharpe. ‘Morning, sir! Excuse my appearance.’


      Sharpe smiled, began to laugh with the relief of it. Harper was disgusting, covered with glistening and decaying muck, and the Sergeant grinned through the mask of manure.


      ‘I fell in the shit, sir.’ Only one thing about the Sergeant was not smothered in manure-the gun-and that, despite his excitement, was held very steadily on El Católico. The Irishman glanced quickly again at Sharpe. ‘Would you mind calling the lads, sir?’


      Sharpe drew the whistle from its holster on his leather crossbelt and blew the signal that would bring the Riflemen running to the village. Harper still looked steadily at El Católico. ‘Thank you, sir.’ This was his moment, his victory, and Sharpe was not going to spoil it for him.


      The Sergeant smiled at El Católico. ‘You were saying, your holiness, that the French have the gold?’


      El Católico nodded, said nothing. Teresa looked defiantly at Harper, then at Sharpe, who now pointed his rifle at the small group of Partisans.


      ‘The French have the gold.’ Her voice was firm, her tone almost contemptuous of the two men with the guns. The Spaniards had guns, but none of them dared move while the vast muzzle of the seven-barrelled gun stared at them from the flank. Teresa repeated herself. ‘The French have the gold.’


      ‘That’s good, miss, so it is.’ Harper’s voice was suddenly gentle. ‘Because what you don’t know about, as my old mother used to say, you won’t miss. And look what I found in the dung-heap.’ He grinned at them all, raised his free hand, and from it, trickling in a glittering cascade, fell thick gold coins. The grin became wider.


      ‘The Good Lord,’ said Patrick Augustine Harper, ‘has been kind to me this morning.’

    

  


  
    
      CHAPTER 13


    


    
      Sharpe pointed at a stunted olive tree, apparently a marker between two fields, and shouted up at Hagman. ‘See the tree, Daniel?’


      The voice came down from the bell-tower. ‘Sir?’


      ‘Olive tree! Four hundred yards away. Beyond the big house!’


      ‘Got it, sir.’


      ‘Shoot that hanging branch off!’


      Hagman muttered something about bloody miracles, El Católico sneered at the impossibility of the marksmanship, and Sharpe smiled at him.


      ‘If any of your men try to leave the village, they get shot. Understand?’


      The Spaniard did not reply. Sharpe had put four Riflemen in the bell-tower with orders to shoot any horsemen spurring away from Casatejada. For the moment he needed all the time he could gain before El Católico’s whole band of hardened Partisans began the pursuit of the Light Company through the hills. The Baker rifle banged, the hanging branch leaped into the air, hinged on a strip of bark, and then fell back. Hagman had not fully severed the pale bark, but the demonstration was more than enough, and El Católico watched the ragged branch swaying like a pendulum. He said nothing. His men, disarmed and perplexed, sat by the cemetery wall and watched five other Riflemen, led by Harper, raking at the huge pile of manure with their bayonets. They were pulling out leather bags, filled with coins, and dumping them at Sharpe’s feet; bag after bag, thick with gold, more money than Sharpe had ever seen in one place, a fortune beyond his imaginings.


      The Riflemen were awed by the gold, elated at its discovery, and disbelieving in their excitement as the warm, reeking bags thumped down at Sharpe’s feet. El Católico’s face was as rigid as a child’s mask sold at a country fairground, but Sharpe knew the controlled muscles hid a raging anger. The Spaniard crossed to Sharpe, gestured at the bags.


      ‘Our gold, Sharpe.’


      ‘Ours?’


      ‘Spanish.’ The dark eyes searched the Rifleman’s face.


      ‘So we take it to Cádiz for you. Do you want to come?’


      ‘Cádiz!’ For a moment the mask slipped and the voice was a snarl of anger. ‘You won’t take it to Cádiz! It will go back to England with your army, to buy comforts for your Generals.’


      Sharpe hoped his own face mirrored the scorn on El Católico’s. ‘And what were you going to do with it?’


      The Spaniard shrugged. ‘Take it to Cádiz. By land.’


      Sharpe did not believe him; every instinct told him that El Católico had planned to steal the gold, keep it, but he had no proof except that the gold had been hidden. He shrugged back at the guerrilla leader. ‘Then we’ll save you a journey. It will be our pleasure.’


      He smiled at El Católico, who turned away and spoke rapidly to his men, gesturing at Sharpe, and the seated fighters by the wall muttered angrily so that Sharpe’s men had to heft their rifles and step one pace forward.


      Patrick Harper stopped beside Sharpe and stretched his back muscles. ‘They’re not happy, sir.’


      Sharpe grinned. ‘They think we’re stealing their gold. I don’t think they want to help us take it to Cádiz.’


      Teresa was staring at Sharpe as a cat might look at a bird. Harper saw her expression.


      ‘Do you think they’ll try to stop us, sir?’


      Sharpe raised innocent eyebrows. ‘We’re allies.’ He raised his voice and spoke slowly so that any of the Spaniards with a smattering of English would understand. ‘We take the gold to Cádiz, to the Junta.’


      Teresa spat on the ground and raised her eyes again to Sharpe. He wondered if they had all known that the gold was hidden in the manure, but doubted it. If too many of the Partisans had known, then there was always a danger that someone would talk and the secret would be gone. But there was no doubting the fact that now the gold had been revealed, they were determined to stop him taking it away. It was an undeclared war, nasty and private, and Sharpe wondered how the Light Company was to carry the coins through a countryside that was familiar hunting territory to El Católico’s men.


      ‘Sir!’ Hagman was calling from the bell-tower. ‘Mr Knowles in sight, sir!’


      Knowles had evidently lost his way, strayed hopelessly in the dark, and the young Lieutenant’s face was exasperated and tired as the red-jacketed men straggled into the village. He stopped when he saw the gold, and then turned to Sharpe again. His expression went to one of joy.


      ‘I don’t believe it.’


      Sharpe picked up one of the coins and casually tossed it to him. ‘Spanish gold.’


      ‘Good God!’ The newcomers pressed round the Lieutenant, leaned over and fingered the coin. Knowles looked up. ‘You found it!’


      Sharpe nodded at Harper. ‘Harps did.’


      ‘Harps!’ Knowles used the Sergeant’s nickname quite unconsciously. ‘How the devil did you do it?’


      ‘Easy, sir. Easy!’


      Harper launched himself on the retelling of his exploit. Sharpe had heard it four or five times already, but this was the Sergeant’s achievement, and he must hear it again. Harper had been in the bushes, as Sharpe had told him, and listening to the sound of his Captain scrabbling at the grave. ‘Noisy! I thought he’d woken the dead, so I did, scratch, and all the time the light coming up.’ Then there had been noises, footsteps from the village. Harper nodded at Sharpe. ‘I knew he hadn’t heard a thing, still scratching away like the graveyard had fleas, so he was, and I thought I’m not going to move. The bastards might know about the Captain, but I was hidden away and better off there.’ He pointed at El Católico, who stared back expressionless. ‘Then your man there comes round here, all on his own. Buttoning up his trousers, he was, and he peeks through the gate. So, I thought, going to jump on the Captain, are you? I was about to do a wee bit of jumping myself, but then he turns round, draws out his fancy sword, and pokes the bloody manure! So I knew then, sure enough, and when the bastard has gone off I poked in there myself.’ He grinned broadly, seemed to wait for applause, and Knowles laughed.


      ‘But how did you know?’


      Sharpe interrupted. ‘This is the clever bit. Honest Sergeant Harper at work.’


      Harper grinned, happy to bask in the approbation. ‘Would you ever have seen a pickpocket at work, sir?’ Knowles shook his head, muttered something about moving in different circles, and Harper’s grin grew even wider. ‘It’s like this, sir, so it is. There are two of you, right? One brushes against a wealthy man in the street, jostles him, you know how it is? You don’t hurt the man, but you wobble him off balance. So what does he do? He thinks you may have lifted his money so he immediately puts a hand on his pocket to see if it’s there. So your other man’s watching, sees which pocket he pats, and it’s as good as picked!’ He jerked a thumb at the Partisan leader. ‘Silly bastard falls right into it. Hears that the Captain’s disturbing the worms so he can’t resist sneaking round to make sure that the stuff is still safe! And here it is!’


      Knowles laughed. ‘How does a simple Irish lad from Donegal know about pickpockets?’


      Harper raised a sage eyebrow. ‘We learn a lot of things in Tangaveane, sir. It’s surprising, sir, so it is, what you learn at your mammy’s knee.’


      Sharpe walked over to the strewn manure. ‘How many more bags?’


      Harper brushed his hands together. ‘That’s it, sir. Sixty-three bags; can’t see any more.’


      Sharpe looked at his ebullient Sergeant. He was covered in dung, animal and human, his clothes slimy with liquid. He grinned.


      ‘Go and wash, Patrick. And well done.’


      Harper clapped his hands. ‘Right, lads! Clean up time!’


      Sharpe walked back to the gold and picked up another coin from the bag he had opened. It was a thick coin, he guessed weighing near to an ounce, and on one side was the arms of Spain, surmounted by a crown, and with a legend chased round its perimeter. He read it aloud, working his way slowly through the syllables. ‘“Initium sapientiae timor domini.” Do you know what that means, Lieutenant?’


      Knowles looked at his coin and shook his head. Rifleman Tongue, the educated one, chimed in with a translation.


      ‘The beginning of wisdom, sir, is the fear of the Lord.’


      Sharpe grinned. He turned the coin over. On the other side was the profile of a man, his head covered in a wig of profuse curls, and the legend was easily understood. Philip the Fifth, by the Grace of God King of Spain and the Indies. At the foot of the profile was a date: 1729. Sharpe looked at Knowles.


      ‘Know what it is?’


      ‘Doubloon, sir. Eight escudo piece.’


      ‘What’s it worth?’


      Knowles thought about it, hefted the coin in his hand, tossed it into the air. ‘About three pounds ten shillings, sir.’


      Sharpe looked disbelieving. ‘Each?’


      Knowles nodded. ‘Each.’


      ‘Sweet Jesus.’


      Sixteen thousand coins, each worth three pounds and ten shillings, and Sharpe tried to work it out in his head. Isaiah Tongue beat them all, his voice full of wonder as he gave the figure.


      ‘Fifty-six thousand pounds, sir.’


      Sharpe started to laugh, feeling almost hysterical in his reaction. He could buy well over thirty Captaincies with this money. It would pay a day’s wages to more than a million men. If Sharpe should live for a hundred years he would never earn the amount that was sagging in the leather bags at his feet: fat, great, thick, yellow-gold coins with their pictures of a fancy-haired, hook-nosed, soft-looking King. Money, gold, more than he could comprehend on his salary of ten shillings and sixpence a day, less two shillings and eightpence for the mess charge, and then more deductions for washing and the hospital levy, and he stared disbelieving at the pile. As for the men, they were lucky if in a year they earned as much as just two of these coins. A shilling a day, less all the deductions, brought them down to the Three Sevens: seven pounds, seven shillings, and sevenpence a year. But there were few men who made even that much. They were charged for lost equipment, broken equipment, replacement equipment, and men had deserted for less than the value of a handful of this gold.


      ‘A thousand pounds, sir.’ Knowles was looking serious.


      ‘What?’


      ‘I guess that’s what it weighs, sir. A thousand, probably more.’


      Nearly half a ton of gold, to be carried through the enemy hills, and probably in weather that was about to break disastrously. The clouds were overhead now, heavy with rain, moving south so that soon there would be no blue sky. Sharpe pointed at the bags.


      ‘Split them up, Lieutenant. Thirty piles. Fill thirty packs, throw away everything except ammunition, and we’ll just have to take it in turns to carry them.’


      El Católico stood up, walked slowly towards Sharpe, keeping an eye on the Riflemen, who still covered the Spaniards with their guns.


      ‘Captain.’


      ‘Yes?’


      ‘It’s Spanish gold.’ He spoke with pride, making one last effort.


      ‘I know.’


      ‘It belongs to Spain. It must stay here.’


      Sharpe shook his head. ‘It belongs to the Supreme Junta in Cádiz. I am merely delivering it.’


      ‘It does not need to go.’ El Católico had summoned up all his dignity. He spoke quietly, persuasively. ‘It will be used to fight the French, Captain. To kill Frenchmen. If you take it, then Britain will steal it; it will go home in your ships. It should stay here.’


      ‘No.’ Sharpe smiled at the Spaniard, trying to annoy him. ‘It goes with us. The Royal Navy is sending it to Cádiz. If you don’t believe me, why don’t you come, too? We could do with more backs to pile it on.’


      El Católico returned the smile. ‘I will be coming with you, Captain.’


      Sharpe knew what he meant. The journey home would be a nightmare of fear, fear of ambush, but Wellington’s ‘must’ was the imperative in Sharpe’s head. He turned away and, as he did, felt one solitary raindrop splash on his cheek. He waited, but there were no more, though he knew that soon, within the hour, the clouds would burst and the streams and rivers would rise with unimaginable speed.


      Harper came back, scrubbed clean, his clothes soaking wet. He nodded at the Partisans. ‘What do we do with them, sir?’


      ‘Lock them up when we go.’ It would gain a little time, not much, but every minute was valuable. He turned to Knowles. ‘Are we ready?’


      ‘Nearly, sir.’


      Knowles was splitting open the bags while two men, Sergeant McGovern and Rifleman Tongue, poured the coins into packs. Sharpe was grateful that so many of his men had looted French cowhide packs at Talavera; the British canvas and wood packs would have split open under the weight. The men hated the British packs, made by the firm of Trotter’s, with their terrible chest straps, which, at the end of a long march, made the lungs feel as if they were filled with acid: ‘Trotter’s pains’, it was called, and all but a couple of the men had captured French equipment on their backs.


      Rifleman Tongue looked up at Sharpe. ‘Shouldn’t there be sixty-four bags, sir?’


      ‘Sixty-four?’


      Tongue pushed back a hank of hair that continually fell over his eyes. ‘Supposed to be sixteen thousand coins, sir. We’ve got sixty-three bags, two hundred and fifty in that one.’ He pointed to the opened bag. ‘That makes fifteen thousand seven hundred and fifty. Two hundred and fifty short.’


      ‘That’s not all that’s missing.’ Harper’s voice was soft and it took a moment for Sharpe to understand. Hardy. He had forgotten Captain Hardy in the excitement of finding the gold. He looked at El Católico. ‘Well?’


      The Spaniard shrugged. ‘We used one bag, yes. We must buy weapons, powder, shot, even food.’


      ‘I wasn’t talking about gold.’


      ‘What then?’ El Católico was very still.


      Another drop of rain, and another, and Sharpe glanced up at the clouds. It would be a hard march. ‘Captain Hardy is missing.’


      ‘I know.’


      ‘What else do you know?’


      El Católico’s tongue flicked out, licked his lips. ‘We think he was captured by the French.’ He dropped into his sneering tone. ‘No doubt they will exchange him, politely. You do not understand real war, Captain.’


      Harper growled, stepped forward. ‘Let me ask the questions, sir. I’ll break him apart.’


      ‘No.’ It was the girl who spoke. ‘Hardy tried to escape the French. We don’t know where he is.’


      ‘They’re lying.’ The Irishman’s hands clenched.


      The rain was beating on the dry ground, big, warm drops. Sharpe turned to the Company. ‘Wrap your locks! Stop muzzles!’


      Rain was the enemy of gunpowder and the most they could do was try to keep the rifles and muskets dry. Sharpe saw the ground soaking up the water. They had to leave soon, before the dust turned to mud.


      ‘Sir!’ Hagman again, calling from the tower.


      ‘Daniel?’


      ‘Horsemen, sir. Couple of miles south.’


      ‘French?’


      ‘No. Dagoes, sir.’


      Now time was everything. Sharpe turned to Harper.


      ‘Lock them up. Find somewhere, anywhere.’ They must forget Captain Hardy and march fast, try to build a lead over the Partisans’ pursuit, but Sharpe knew it was impossible. The gold was heavy. El Católico understood. As the Spaniards were herded unceremoniously towards the village he pushed his way past a Rifleman.


      ‘You won’t get far, Captain.’


      Sharpe walked up to him. ‘Why not?’


      El Católico smiled, gestured at the rain, the gold. ‘We’ll chase you. Kill you.’


      It was true. Sharpe knew that even by using the horses that were still in the village he could not travel fast enough. The rain was falling harder, bouncing up from the ground so that the earth seemed to have a sparkling mist an inch or two above its surface. Sharpe smiled, pushed past the Spaniard.


      ‘You won’t.’ He put out his hand, took hold of Teresa’s collar, and pulled her out of the group. ‘She dies if even one of us gets hurt.’


      El Católico lunged for him, the girl twisted away, but Harper brought his fist into the Spaniard’s stomach and Sharpe grabbed Teresa with a choking hold on her neck.


      ‘Do you understand? She dies. If that gold does not reach the British army, she dies!’


      El Católico straightened up, his eyes furious. ‘You will die, Sharpe, I promise you, and not an easy death.’


      Sharpe ignored him. ‘Sergeant?’


      ‘Sir?’


      ‘Rope.’


      The Spaniard watched, silent, as Harper found a scrap of rope and, at Sharpe’s directions, looped and tightened it round Teresa’s neck.


      Sharpe nodded. ‘Hold her, Sergeant.’ He turned to El Católico. ‘Remember her like that. If you come near me, she’s dead. If I get back safely, then I’ll release her to marry you.’


      He gestured and the Company pushed the Spaniards away. Sharpe watched them, go, knowing that soon they would be on his tracks, but he had bought more than time now. He had his hostage. He looked at her, seeing the hatred in her proud face, and knew he could not kill her. He hoped El Católico did not know that, or else, in the seething rain, the Light Company were all dead men.


      They started out, silent and wet, on the long journey home.

    

  


  
    
      CHAPTER 14


    


    
      Six horses had been in the village and for the first two miles, back along the same track they had come, the going was easy enough. The horses carried the packs of gold, the men climbed the slope, the rain hissed in their ears, and there was the elation of success, of being at least of the road home, but it could not last. The direct route westwards, the path they were using, was not the most sensible route. It was the obvious track, the one that El Católico would search first, and it led straight towards Almeida and the burgeoning French army that was concentrating on the town. Sharpe felt the temptation to stay on the easy route, to make the march easier, but once the village was out of sight he turned the men north, up into the hills, and abandoned the horses. Lieutenant Knowles with three men took them on, further westward, and Sharpe hoped the continuing hoof-marks would delay the pursuit while the Company, astonished at the weight of the coins, struggled into the northern wasteland, up rocks and slopes that no horse could have climbed. The rain kept on steadily, soaking their uniforms, driving their tired, aching, sleepless bodies to new layers of discomfort.


      Teresa seemed unafraid, as if she knew Sharpe would not kill her, and she refused the offer of a greatcoat with a disdainful shake of her head. She was cold, soaked through, humiliated by the rope round her neck, but Sharpe left it on because it would have been simple for her to run away, unencumbered, into the slippery rocks where the heavily laden men of the Light Company would never have caught her. Harper held the other end looped round his wrist.


      ‘Where are you heading, sir?’ He had to shout over the rain.


      ‘The ford at San Anton. You remember? The Major told us about it.’ Sharpe wondered where Kearsey was, what his reaction would be.


      It took Knowles an hour and a half to catch up, his men worn out by the effort but glad to be back in the safety of the full Company. Knowles shook his head. ‘Didn’t see a thing, sir. Nothing.’


      Sharpe was not reassured. These hills could have been full of hidden watchers and the ploy of laying the false trail might not delay El Católico for one minute, but as the day went on, and their tiredness became a numbness beyond pain, Sharpe let his hopes rise. They were walking a nightmare landscape on a plateau that was criss-crossed with ravines, streambeds, and rock. No horse would make fast time up here and Sharpe forced the men on pitilessly, cracking his anger like a whip, driving them north and west, through the relentless weather, kicking the men who fell, and carrying two of the packs of gold to prove to them it could be done.


      Teresa watched it all, her mouth curved in an ironic smile, as her captors slipped, crashed painfully into the rocks, and blundered onwards in the storm. Sharpe prayed that the wind stayed in the north; he had lost all bearings and his only guide was the rain on his face. He stopped occasionally, let the men rest, and searched the wind-scoured plateau for the sign of a horseman. There was nothing, just the rain sweeping in slow curtains towards him, the bounce of drops from the rocks, and the grey horizon where air and stone became indistinguishable. Perhaps the ploy had worked, he thought, and El Católico was searching miles away on the wrong road, and the longer they stayed undetected the more Sharpe dared to hope that the crude ploy of the false tracks had worked.


      Every half hour or so the Company stopped and the men who had not been carrying the gold-filled packs took over from those who had. It was a painfully slow march. The packs chafed their shoulders, rubbed them raw, and the gold, far from being something from their wildest dreams, became a loathed burden that the men would happily have thrown away if Sharpe had not taken his position at the rear, driving them on, forcing the Company across the bleak plateau. He had no idea how far they had come, even what time of day it was, only that they must keep marching, putting distance between themselves and El Católico, and his anger snapped when the Company suddenly, stopped, dropped, and yelled at them, ‘Get up!’


      ‘But, sir!’ Knowles, leading the Company, waved ahead. ‘Look!’


      Even in the rain, in the crushing weather, it was a beautiful sight. The plateau suddenly ended, dropped to a wide valley through which meandered a stream and a track.


      The Agueda. It had to be the river Agueda, off to the left, and the stream at the bottom of the valley flowed east to west to join the river where the track led to the ford. Sharpe’s heart leapt. They had made it! He could see the road start again at the far side of the river; it was the ford at San Anton, and beside the track, on this side of the river, was an ancient fort on a rock bluff that once must have guarded the crossing. At this distance, he guessed a mile and a half, the walls looked broken, stubbled in the grey light, but the fortress had to mark the site of the ford. They had done it!


      ‘Five minutes’ rest!’


      The Company sat down, relieved, cheered up. Sharpe perched on a rock and searched the valley. Second by second his hopes revived. It was empty. No horsemen, no Partisans, nothing but the stream and the track going to the river. He took out his telescope, praying that the driving rain would not seep through the junctions of its cylinders, and searched the valley again. A second road, running north and south, ran this side of the river, but it, too, was empty. By God! They had done it!


      ‘Come on!’ He clapped his hands, pulled men up and pushed them on. ‘To the river! We cross tonight! Well done!’


      The rain still fell, blinding the men as they stumbled down the slope, but they had made it! They could see their goal, feel pride in an achievement, and tomorrow they would wake up on the west bank of the Agueda and march to the Coa. There were British patrols on the far bank, to be sure not as many as there were French, but the river Agueda marked some kind of limit, and after a day’s effort like this they needed that limit. They almost ran the last part of the slope, splashed through the stream, boots crunching on its gravel bed, and then stamped on to the wet track as if it were a paved highway in the centre of London. The ford was a mile ahead, trees on both banks, and the Company knew that once they crossed they could rest, let the tiredness flow, and shut their eyes against the grey horror of the day and its journey.


      ‘Sir.’ Harper spoke quietly, with a desperate resignation. ‘Sir. Behind.’


      Horsemen. Bloody horsemen. Partisans who had ridden not over the plateau but up the direct road from Casatejada and who now appeared on the track behind them. Teresa smiled, gave Sharpe a look of victory, and he ignored it. He called wearily to the Company to halt.


      ‘How many, Sergeant?’


      There was a pause. ‘Reckon it’s just a small party.’


      Sharpe could see no more than twenty or thirty horsemen, standing in the rain just three hundred yards behind the Company. He took a deep breath.


      ‘They can’t hurt us, lads. Bayonets. They won’t charge bayonets!’


      There was something strangely comforting about the sound of the blades scraping from the scabbards, the sight of the men crouching with bent knees as they fixed on the long blades, to be doing something that was aimed at their enemy instead of the muscle-racking tramp through the rain. The band of horsemen came forward, spurred into a trot, and Sharpe stood with his men in the front rank.


      ‘We’ll teach them to respect the bayonet! Wait for it! Wait for it!’


      The Partisans had no intention of charging the small Company. The horsemen split into two groups and galloped either side of the bedraggled soldiers, almost ignoring them. El Católico was there, a smile of triumph on his face, and he swept off his hat in an ironic gesture as he went past, thirty yards away and untouchable. Teresa jerked towards him, but Harper held her firm, and she watched as the horsemen went on towards the fortress and the river. Sharpe knew what they were doing. The Company would be blocked in, trapped in the valley, and El Católico would wait until the rest of the Partisans, summoned from the south, came to his support.


      He wiped rain from his face. ‘Come on.’ There was nowhere to go, so the best thing was to go on. Perhaps El Católico could be threatened, a bayonet at Teresa’s throat, but in Sharpe’s mind he could envisage only failure, defeat. El Católico had never been fooled. They must have known Sharpe had gone north, and while the Company struggled over the foul uplands the Spaniard had brought his followers along the easy road. Sharpe cursed himself for a fool, for an optimistic fool, but there was nothing to be done. He listened to the boots scuffing on the wet surface, the hiss of the rain, the splashing of the ever-rising stream, and he let his eyes look at the far, shrouded hills across the river, then at the stone of the small fort that had been built, centuries before, to protect the upland valleys from marauders crossing from Portugal, and then he looked right, farther north, at the spur of the hills that almost reached the river, and saw, on the blurred horizon, the shape of a horseman who had a strange, square hat.


      ‘Down! Down! Down!’


      Something, an instinct, a half-perceived blur, told him the French patrol had only just arrived on the skyline. He forced the men down, into the streambed, burying the Light Company into cover. They scrambled behind the shallow turf-bank, wet faces looking to him for explanation, receiving none as he pushed them down.


      El Católico was much, much slower. Sharpe, lying next to Harper and the girl, watched the Partisans ride towards the ford, and it was not until the French lancers were moving, trotting almost sedately down the slope, that the grey figure wheeled, waved his arm, and the Partisans urged their tired mounts into a gallop. The Spaniards rode back into the valley, scattering as they picked their own course, and the lancers, a different regiment from the Poles’, chose their targets and went for them with levelled blades and spurts of bright water from their hooves. Sharpe, peering between tufts of grass, could see twenty lancers, but, looking back to the northern skyline, he saw more appear, and then a group at the place where the hills almost met the river, and he realized that a full French regiment was there, coming south, and as he tried to find rhyme or reason in their presence he saw the girl jerk the rope free, scrabble backwards, and she was up, white dress brilliant in the murk, and running south towards the hills, to where El Católico and his men were desperately fleeing. He pushed Harper down.


      ‘Stay there!’


      The girl stumbled on the far bank of the stream, lost her balance, turned and saw Sharpe coming. She seemed to panic, for she ran downstream, past a wide bend in the water, and turned south again. They must see her Sharpe shouted at her to get down, but the wind snatched away the words and he forced himself on, getting closer, and leapt at her. He crashed into her as she turned to look where he was and his weight drove her into the gravel beside the stream. She fought at him, snarling, her fingernails scratching at his eyes, but he bore her down, his weight crushing her, took her wrists and forced them apart, ground them into the small sharp stones, and used all his strength to keep them still. She kicked at him and he hooked his legs over hers, hammered them down, not caring if he hurt her, thinking only of the eight feet ten inches of lance that could pin them both like wriggling insects. The stream ran cold round his ankles and he knew that Teresa must be lying in water to her waist, but there was no time to care about that because there were hooves near, and he thrust down his head, cracking her forehead, as a horse splashed by them in the stream.


      He looked up, saw José, the man who had escorted them to the river, shouting down at the girl, his words lost in the whipping rain; then the Partisan’s elbows and heels moved, the horse spurred into a frantic gallop, and Sharpe saw three lancers, their mouths open in the gaping, silent scream of a cavalry charge, galloping across to trap the Spaniard.


      José twisted, slashed at his horse, found level ground and put his head down, but the lancers were too close. Sharp watched, saw a Frenchman rise in his stirrups, draw back his lance, and lunge forward so the lance had all the rider’s weight behind the steel point that rammed into José’s back. He arched, screamed into the wind, fell with the pelting rain, and his hands fumbled at his spine to pull at the great spear that was ridden over him. The other two lancers leaned into the dying man, thrust down as they slowed their horses, and Sharpe heard the snatch of a laugh on the wind.


      Teresa took a breath, twisted violently, and Sharpe knew she was about to scream. She had not seen Josés death, knew only that El Católico was near, and there was only one thing for Sharpe to do. His legs were across hers, hooking hers flat, his hands were on her wrists, so he jammed his mouth on top of hers and forced her head down. She bit at him; their teeth clashed jarringly, but he twisted his mouth so that his was at a right angle to hers and, using his teeth, forced her down into the gravel. One eye glared at him, she jerked beneath him, twisted, but his weight smothered her and, very suddenly, she lay still.


      The voice was close; it seemed almost on top of them, and she could hear, as he could, the crunch of hooves in the gravel.


      ‘Ici! Jean!’


      There was a shout from further away, more hooves, and the girl lay utterly still. Sharpe could see the sudden fear in her eye, feel her heart beating beneath his chest, her breath suddenly checked in his mouth. He raised his mouth, with its bloodied lip, from hers, turned his head, infinitely slowly, so that he could see all her face, and whispered, ‘Lie still. Still.’


      She nodded, almost imperceptibly, and Sharpe let go of her wrists, though his hands stayed on top of them. The rain seethed down, smashed on his back, dripped from his hair and shako on to her face. The voice came again, still shouting, and Sharpe heard through the hissing rain the creak of saddlery and the snorting of a horse. Her eyes stayed on his. He dared not look up, though he desperately wanted to see how close the lancer was, and he saw her eyes flick upwards and back to his and there was a new fear in them. She must have seen something; the Frenchman could not be far, looking not for a couple lying in a stream but for horsemen who had scattered into the rainstorm. Her hand gripped at his; she jerked with a tiny movement of her head as if to tell him that the Frenchman was close, but he shook his head very slowly, and then, telling himself that a raised head increased the chance of discovery, he lowered his head towards her. The hooves crunched again. The Frenchman laughed, shouted something at his friends, and she kept her eyes open as Sharpe kissed her. She could have moved, but she did not; her eyes still watched as her tongue explored his cut lip, and Sharpe, looking at the huge, dark eyes, thought that she was watching him because what was happening to her was so unbelievable that only the evidence of her eyes could confirm it. He watched her, too.


      The lancer shouted again, much closer, and then there was a reply, mocking and imperative, suggesting that the closest lancer had been deceived: a bird, perhaps, in the streambed, or a running rabbit, and he was being called back. Sharpe could hear the horses’ hooves crashing in the streambed, and once, by a break in the wind, the sound seemed so close that the girl’s eyes widened in fear, and then the sound receded, the voices faded, and she shut her eyes, kissed him fiercely, and, almost in the same movement, thrust his head away. The three lancers were going, their horses’ wet rumps glistening, and Sharpe let out a sigh of relief, and of regret.


      ‘They’ve gone.’


      She began to move, but he shook his head. ‘Wait!’


      She turned her head, raised it so that her cheek touched his, and she hissed when she saw what was at the end of the valley: a convoy, with rows of ox-carts whose ungreased axles screamed piercingly through the foul weather, and either side of the plodding carts were the shapes of more horsemen, sabres and lances, escorting the carts southwards towards the Almeida road. It could take an hour for the convoy to pass, but at least it had driven away El Católico and his men, and Sharpe realized, with one of the sudden bursts of elation that had punctuated the sense of growing failure for the last week, that as long as the Light Company was not discovered they should safely reach the ford when the French had gone. He looked at the girl.


      ‘Will you be still?’


      She nodded. He asked again, she nodded again, and he slowly eased himself off her and lay down beside her. She turned over on to her stomach and the wet dress clung to her and he remembered the sight of her naked body, its shadowed, slim beauty, and he reached out a hand and took the rope at her neck, turning it so he found the knot, and fumbling at it with wet fingers. The tight, sodden rope yielded slowly, but it was off and he dropped it to the gravel.


      ‘I’m sorry.’


      She shrugged as if it was no matter. There was a chain round her neck and Sharpe, his hand already close, pulled it, to find a square locket, made of silver. She watched, her dark eyes utterly expressionless, as he put a thumbnail under the catch and it sprang open. There was no picture and she gave the hint of a smile because she understood that he had expected one. The inside of the lid was engraved: my love to you. J. It took him a few seconds to realize that Joaquím, El Católico, would never have inscribed a piece of silver in English, and he knew, with a sick certainty, that it had belonged to Hardy. ‘J’ for Josefina, and he looked at the silver ring, engraved with an eagle, that she had bought before Talavera, before Hardy, and with a superstition he did not understand he touched the locket on to the ring.


      ‘He’s dead, isn’t he?’


      For a moment her face did not move, but then she nodded. Her eyes dropped to the ring on his finger, back to his face.


      ‘The gold?’


      ‘Yes?’


      ‘You go to Cádiz?’


      It was Sharpe’s turn to think, to watch her eyes through the rain dripping from the peak of his shako. ‘No.’


      ‘You keep it?’


      ‘I think so. But to fight the French, not to take home. I promise.’


      She nodded and turned to watch the French convoy. Guns, coming from the French Army of the North, and going to Almeida. Not field guns or even siege artillery but Bonaparte’s favourite eight-inch howitzers, with obscene little muzzles that squatted like cooking-pots in their wooden beds and which could throw explosive shells high into the air to fall into the packed houses of a besieged town. There were carts as well, presumably with ammunition, and all pulled by slow oxen who were prodded with long goads and thrashed by irate cavalrymen. Their progress was not helped by the wind getting under the canvas covers of the carts, whipping the ropes free so that the tarpaulins flapped and writhed like pinioned bats, and the cavalrymen, doubtless cursing the war, fought to cover the precious powder-kegs from the unending rain. The solid axles, turning with the wheels, screeched over the sodden valley. Sharpe could feel the rain beating on his back, the water in the stream rising to his knees, and he knew that the river would be rising as well, and that with every passing moment his chance of crossing the ford was receding. The water would be too deep. He turned to the girl again.


      ‘How did Hardy die?’


      ‘El Católico.’ She gave the answer readily enough and Sharpe knew that her loyalty was changing. It was not the kiss.


      ‘Why does he want the gold?’


      She shrugged as though it were a stupid question. ‘To buy power.’


      For a moment Sharpe wondered if she meant soldiers, and then saw she had spoken the truth. The Spanish armies were gone; the government, was if could be called a government, was in faraway Cádiz, and El Católico had an unparalled chance to build his own empire. From the hills of Old Castile he could fashion a fiefdom that would rival that of the ancient barons who had built the fortresses that dotted the border area. For a ruthless man the whole country of Spain was one big opportunity. He was still staring at the girl.


      ‘And you?’


      ‘I want the French dead.’ The words were spoken with a terrible vehemence. ‘All of them.’


      ‘You need our help.’


      She looked at him very steadily, not liking the truth, but finally nodded. ‘I know.’


      He kept his eyes open and leaned forward, kissed her again as the rain lashed at them and the stream soaked them and the carts of the French convoy screeched in their ears. She shut her eyes, put a hand behind his head, held him, and he knew it was not a dream. He wanted her.


      She pulled away, smiled at him for the first time. ‘You know the river rises?’


      He nodded. ‘Can we cross?’


      She glanced at the stream, shook her head. ‘If the rain stops tonight? Yes.’ Sharpe had seen the extraordinary speed with which rivers, in these dry hills, rose and fell. She nodded at the fort. ‘You can spend the night there.’


      ‘And you?’


      She smiled again. ‘Can I leave?’


      He felt a fool. ‘Yes.’


      ‘I’ll stay. What’s your name?’


      ‘Richard.’


      She nodded. She looked again at the fortress.


      ‘You will be safe. We use it. Ten men can stop the entrance.’


      ‘And El Católico?’


      She shook her head. ‘He’s frightened of you. He’ll wait till tomorrow, when his men come.’


      Rain lashed across the valley, ran from rock and grass and swelled the stream as the wind tore at the landscape. Half in the water, halfout, they waited for the convoy to pass, and for what the next day would bring. The war would have to wait.

    

  


  
    
      CHAPTER 15


    


    
      ‘Sir, sir!’ A hand was shaking his shoulder and Sharpe opened his eyes, to see grey daylight on grey walls. ‘Sir?’


      ‘All right!’ The girl was waking as well, the eyes blinking in surprise before she remembered where she was. He smiled at her. ‘Stay here.’


      He crawled out of the space beneath the stairs, past the soldier who had wakened him, and went over to the gaping hole in the south wall of the tower. Dawn was like a grey mist on the countryside, blurring the trees, the grassland across the river, but he could see white flecks on the water surface where there had been none the evening before. The water level was sinking fast and the rocks which marked the ford of San Anton were foaming the river surface. They could cross today, and he lifted his eyes to stare into the western hills as if hoping to see a friendly patrol. He remembered the guns going south the day before and he paused, motionless, in the broken gap to listen for the crumping sound of the giant, iron siege guns. Silence. The siege of Almeida had not yet started.


      ‘Sir!’ Lieutenant Knowles stood in the tower doorway.


      ‘Lieutenant?’


      ‘Visitors, sir. Coming down the valley.’


      Sharpe grunted, scrambled to his feet, and strapped on his huge sword as he followed Knowles into the courtyard. There was a fire blazing, surrounded by men, and Sharpe looked at them.


      ‘Do you have tea?’


      One of them promised to bring him a cup and he joined Knowles on the raised rampart that formed the south-eastern corner of San Anton’s courtyard. He looked into the valley, up past the stream where the girl had lain beneath his body and the French lancers had first been seen.


      ‘We’re bloody popular this morning.’


      A line of horsemen was riding on the track from Casatejada, El Católico’s men, in force, and among them Kearsey’s blue coat. Sharpe spat over the rampart into the stream far below.


      ‘Keep them out, Robert. Don’t let anyone, even the Major, inside the walls.’


      His uniform was damp and uncomfortable and he unstrapped his sword and belts, and stripped naked.


      ‘Get that fire bigger! Use the thorns!’


      Rifleman Jenkins draped Sharpe’s clothes on stones near the blaze and Sharpe stood shivering, a mug of tea held in his hands, and stared at the two hundred horsemen who were aiming for the oak groves where El Católico and his men had spent the night. Sharpe looked up at the sky, saw the ragged clouds and knew that the storm had passed. Soon it would be hot, under a shadowless blue, and he wondered how much water the Company had.


      ‘Sergeant McGovern!’


      ‘Sir?’


      ‘Take six men down to the river with all the canteens. Fill them up.’


      McGovern looked at Knowles, back to Sharpe. ‘We’ve already done it, sir. The Lieutenant sent us down.’


      ‘Oh.’ He looked at Knowles and growled an apology. ‘No one interfered with you?’


      Knowles shook his head. ‘It’s as you said, sir. They’re guarding the ford, not the castle.’


      ‘Any food?’


      Knowles sighed. He had half hoped, against all experience, that Sharpe’s morning temper would have been moderated by Teresa. ‘Just hard tack, sir. And not much of that.’


      Sharpe swore, flung the dregs of tea far out towards the oak trees that sheltered El Católico’s men.


      ‘Right! All weapons cleaned!’ He ignored the grumbles, turned and leaned against the rampart. Everyone was better for some sleep, a few hours between sentry duty, but there had not been time or opportunity in the night for the Company to check their weapons. The night had gone quietly. Some time after midnight the rain had stopped, though the wind still blew cold, and Harper had got a small fire going in the shelter of the broken tower, burning the thorn bushes that grew like weeds in the old courtyard. Teresa had been right. The fortress was approached by a single precipitous track, easy to defend, and El Católico had left them in peace.


      Scraps of wispy cloud cleared away from the rising sun, shadows stretched over the courtyard, and a touch of warmth came which soon would bake the earth dry and sap the Company of its small energy. Sharpe leaned over the rampart. The spate was well over, the water sinking, and the rocks that marked the ford had broken the surface and collected ragged bundles of twigs and debris that the sudden flood had scoured from the banks. He saw Kearsey leave the oak grove and head his borrowed horse towards the path which led to the castle.


      Sharpe pulled on his clothes, still damp, and nodded towards the tower. ‘Keep the girl inside, Robert.’ Knowles nodded. Sharpe was pulling on a damp boot that refused to go over his heel bone. ‘Damn!’ It slipped on. ‘I’ll meet the Major outside. Inspect the weapons and get ready to move.’


      ‘Already?’ Knowles seemed surprised.


      ‘Can’t stay here forever.’ Sharpe buttoned his jacket, picked up his sword. ‘I’ll go and give Major Kearsey the good news.’


      Sharpe walked briskly down the slope and waved cheerfully at Kearsey. ‘Morning, sir! A nice one!’


      Kearsey reined his horse, stared down at Sharpe with unfriendly eyes. ‘What have you done, Sharpe?’


      Sharpe stared up at the small Major who was silhouetted by the sun. He had expected anger, but not at him: he had expected Kearsey to be disillusioned at the Partisans and instead the Major’s opening words, spoken with a suppressed rage, were spat at Sharpe. He replied quietly.


      ‘I’ve brought the gold, sir, nearly all of it, as I was ordered.’


      Kearsey nodded impatiently, as if it were the answer he expected. ‘You kidnapped the girl, locked up our allies; you have disobeyed my orders; you have turned men who fought for us into men who simply want to kill you.’ He paused, taking breath, but Sharpe interrupted.


      ‘And the men who killed Captain Hardy?’


      Kearsey seemed to slump on his pommel. He stared at Sharpe.


      ‘What?’


      ‘El Católico killed him. Stabbed him in the back. He’s buried beneath a manure-heap in the village.’ Teresa had told him the story during the night. ‘He found El Católico moving the gold. It seems he made a protest. So they killed him. You were saying, sir?’


      Kearsey shook his head. ‘How do you know?’


      For an instant Sharpe was about to tell him, and then remembered that no one, outside the Company, knew that Teresa was no longer a prisoner. ‘I was told, sir.’


      Kearsey was not prepared to give up. He shook his head, as if trying to clear a bad dream. ‘But you stole the gold!’


      ‘I obeyed orders, sir.’


      ‘Whose orders? I am the ranking officer!’


      Sharpe suddenly felt sorry for the Major. Kearsey had found the gold, told Wellington, and had never been told of the General’s plans. Sharpe felt in his pocket, found the square of paper, and hoped that the rain had not soaked through the folds. It had, but the writing was still legible. He handed it up to Kearsey.


      ‘There, sir.’


      Kearsey read it, his anger growing. ‘It says nothing!’


      ‘It orders all officers to assist me, sir. All.’


      But Kearsey was not listening. He waved the scrap of damp paper towards Sharpe. ‘It says nothing about the gold! Nothing! You could have kept this for months!’


      Sharpe laughed. ‘It hardly would mention gold, would it, sir? I mean, suppose the Spanish saw the orders; suppose they guessed what the General intended to do with the gold?’


      Kearsey looked at him. ‘You know?’


      Sharpe nodded. ‘It’s not going to Cádiz, sir.’ He said it as gently as he could.


      Kearsey’s reaction was extraordinary. For a few seconds he sat motionless, his eyes screwed tight, and then he tore the paper into shreds, violent gesture after violent gesture.


      ‘God damn it, Sharpe!’


      ‘What?’ Sharpe had tried to save the paper, but too late.


      Kearsey suddenly realized he had sworn. Remorse and anger fought on his face. Anger won. ‘I have worked. God knows I have worked to help the Spanish and the British to work together. And I am rewarded by this!’ He held the scraps of paper up and then, with a sudden jerk, scattered them into the wind. ‘Are we to steal the gold, Sharpe?’


      ‘Yes, sir. That’s about the long and short of it.’


      ‘We can’t.’ Kearsey was pleading.


      ‘Whose side are you on?’ Sharpe made the question brutal.


      For an instant he thought that Kearsey’s rage would come back, would explode into a blow aimed at the Rifleman, but Kearsey controlled it, and when he spoke his words were low and measured.


      ‘We have honour, Sharpe. That is our private strength, our honour. We’re soldiers, you and I. We cannot expect riches, or dignity, or continual victory. We will die, probably, in battle, or in a fever ward, and no one will remember us, so all that is left is honour. Do you understand?’


      It was strange, standing in the growing warmth of the sun, and listening to the words that were wrenched from the centre of Kearsey’s soul. He must have been disappointed, Sharpe thought, somewhere in his life. Perhaps he was lonely, spurned by the officers’ mess, or perhaps once in his life the small man had been turned down by a woman he loved and now, growing old in his honour, he had found a job he loved. Kearsey loved Spain, and the Spanish, and the task of riding alone behind the enemy lines like a Christian who kept the faith in a world of heretics and persecution. Sharpe spoke gently.


      ‘The General spoke to me, sir. He wants the gold. Without it the war is lost. If that’s stealing, then we’re stealing it. I assume that you will help us?’


      Kearsey seemed not to hear. He was staring over Sharpe’s head at the tower of the castillo and he muttered something so low that Sharpe could not hear the words.


      ‘Pardon, sir?’


      Kearsey’s eyes flicked to the Rifleman. ‘What shall it profit a man, Sharpe, if he gain the whole world and lose his own soul?’


      Sharpe sighed. ‘I doubt if we’re losing our soul, sir. And anyway, do you think that El Católico planned to give the gold to Cádiz?’


      Kearsey slumped on his saddle as if he knew that Sharpe had spoken the truth. ‘No.’ The Major spoke softly. ‘I suppose not. I suppose he wanted to keep it. But he would have used it to fight the French, Sharpe!’


      ‘So will we, sir.’


      ‘Yes. But it’s Spanish gold, and we’re not Spaniards.’ He jerked himself upright and looked somewhat ruefully at the scraps of Sharpe’s torn orders. ‘We will take the gold to Wellington, Captain. But under my orders. You must release the girl, do you understand? I will not be a party to these threats, to this underhand procedure.’


      ‘No, sir.’


      Kearsey looked at him, uncertain whether Sharpe was agreeing with him. ‘You do understand, Sharpe?’


      ‘I understand, sir.’ Sharpe turned and stared at the castillo and then across the Agueda to the far hills where the French patrols were still waiting and where the siege guns would be inching their way to the fortress walls of Almeida.


      ‘I presume the girl has not been harmed?’


      ‘No, sir, she has not.’ Sharpe’s patience was at an end. If El Católico thought, for one second, that the girl was safe, then his men would fall on the Light Company and Sharpe would face a death more painful than the imagination could invent. He looked up at Kearsey. ‘In ten minutes, Major, I am going to cut off one of her ears. Only halfway, so it will mend, but if any of those murderous bastards with El Católico tries to interfere with our crossing of the ford, then the whole ear will be sliced off. And the other ear, and her eyes, and her tongue, and do you understand me, sir? We are leaving, with the gold, and the girl is our passport and I’m not giving her up. Tell her father, tell El Católico, that if they want the gold they can collect it with a toothless, blind, deaf, ugly, and dumb girl. Understand!’


      Sharpe’s anger battered at the Major, drove him two steps down the slope. ‘I am ordering you, Sharpe…’


      ‘You’re ordering nothing, sir. You tore up my orders! We are going. So tell them, Major! Tell them! You hear the scream in ten minutes!’


      He turned away, his anger deafening him to Kearsey’s words, and climbed into the stockade of the fort. His men saw his face and said nothing, but turned away and watched as the small, blue-uniformed Major rode his horse back to the Partisans.


      Kearsey delivered the message, shaking with rage, and watched, with Cesar Moreno beside him, the high, silent fort. El Católico was with them and swore his vengeance on Sharpe. The Major touched his sleeve.


      ‘He won’t do it. Believe me. He won’t.’


      Kearsey squinted up at the castillo, at the silhouettes of the sentries. There was something more on his mind, something that he could not keep in, and he turned to the tall Spaniard. ‘Captain Hardy.’ He stopped.


      El Católico soothed his horse, looked at Kearsey. ‘What about him?’


      Kearsey was embarrassed. ‘Sharpe says you killed him.’


      El Católico laughed. ‘He would say anything.’ He spat on to the ground. ‘You are the only officer we can trust, Major. Not people like Sharpe. He has no proof, does he?’ He asked the question confidently.


      Kearsey shook his head. ‘No.’


      ‘He just wants to turn you against us. No, Major, Captain Hardy was captured. Ask Cesar.’


      He gestured at Teresa’s father, whose face was tortured with worry. The Major shook his head, felt a sense of relief, a feeling that was shattered by the sound that came from the ruined tower of the castillo. The scream seemed to linger in the oak grove. It rose to an unbearable pitch and then wavered down to a thin, sobbing desperation that chilled every man. Cesar Moreno spurred forward with a dozen men, his face set with a determination they had forgotten, but a sentry on the ramparts gave a signal to the tower and the scream came again, higher this time, like the sound of the Frenchmen whose lives they had stripped, inch by inch, with their long knives. Teresa’s father reined in, knowing he was beaten, swearing that for every blade that was laid to his daughter Sharpe would suffer a hundred.


      El Católico had killed northerners before, Frenchmen, and some had taken three moons to die and every second they had known their own pain. Sharpe, El Católico promised himself, would plead for such a death.


      After the sobbing, the noise of boots on stone, came shouted orders, and the Company marched out with fixed bayonets on shouldered guns, and in the lead was the Captain holding a rifle sling looped round the neck of Teresa Moreno. The Partisans growled, looked at the father, at El Católico, but dared not move. Teresa was crying, her face half hidden by her hands, but every man could see the white bandage, torn from the bottom of her dress, and they could see the bright blood which stained the cloth. Sharpe was holding a gleaming, saw-backed bayonet at her head and if she stumbled he pulled at the sling round her throat. Kearsey felt a terrible shame as he watched the Rifle Officer shield himself from El Católico’s guns with the girl’s body, and as the Company, in a silence that seemed as if it could explode at any instant in a dreadful violence, marched past the poised horsemen, Cesar Moreno gazed at the blood-soaked bandage, at the spots of blood on his daughter’s dress, and he promised himself the luxury of this English Captain’s death. Kearsey touched his arm.


      ‘I’m sorry.’


      ‘It does not matter. I will catch them and kill them.’ Cesar Moreno watched the faces of the Company and he thought they looked shocked, as if their Captain had dragged them into new depths of horror. ‘I will kill him.’


      Kearsey nodded. ‘I’m sorry.’


      Moreno looked at him. ‘It was not your doing, Major.’ He nodded at where the Light Company were beginning their crossing, the lightly loaded men forming a human dam to help the gold-carriers to cross. ‘Go in peace.’


      Sharpe crossed last, holding the girl and feeling the long weeds snatch at his legs and try to drag him under. The water level was low but the current still strong, and it was awkward with one arm round Teresa’s neck, but they made it and were pulled on to the far bank by Patrick Harper, who nodded back over the river.


      ‘Felt sorry for her father, sir.’


      ‘He’ll find out she wasn’t touched.’


      ‘Aye, that’s true. The Major’s coming.’


      ‘Let him.’


      They set off across the grassland, in the heat of the morning, their boots leaving a wide swath through the pale stalks and with the Partisans never far behind. Harper walked with Sharpe and Teresa and he looked over the girl’s head at his Captain.


      ‘How’s the arm, sir?’


      ‘It’s fine.’ Sharpe had cut open his left forearm for the blood with which to soak Teresa’s bandage.


      Harper nodded ahead, to the Company. ‘Should have cut open Private Batten. It’s all he’s good for.’


      Sharpe grinned. The thought had occurred to him, but he had rejected it as petty. ‘I’ll survive. You’d better tell the lads that the girl’s not harmed. Quietly.’


      ‘I’ll do that.’


      Harper went ahead. The men were silent, shocked, because Sharpe had let them believe he was working the great blade on the girl. If they had known the truth they would have marched past El Católico with grinning faces, suppressed glee, and the whole thing would have been lost. Sharpe looked at the Partisans, to the side and behind, and then at Teresa.


      ‘You must keep pretending.’


      She nodded, looked up at him. ‘You keep your promise?’


      ‘I promise. We have a bargain.’


      It was a good one, too, he decided, and he admired Teresa for its terms. At least, now, he knew why she was on his side, and there was only one regret: he knew they would not be together long, that the bargain called for them to be far apart, but the war would be long and, who knew, perhaps he would meet her again.


      At midday the Company climbed a steep ridge that ran directly west, towards their goal, and Sharpe led the way up its steep, razor-stoned flank with a sense of relief. The Partisans could not take their horses up the slope and their figures grew smaller and smaller as the Company laboured upwards. The men carrying the gold needed frequent rests, lying and panting beneath the sun, but each hour took them nearer the Coa, and for a time Sharpe dared to hope that they had shaken off El Católico and his men. The spine of the ridge was a bare, rocky place and littered with small bones left by wolves and vultures. Sharpe had the feeling of walking in a place where no man ever trod, a place that was commanded by the beasts, and all round them the hills crouched in the searing, aching sun, and nothing moved except for the Company crawling along the high crest, and Sharpe felt as if the world had ended and they had been forgotten. Ahead he could see the hazed hills that led to the river, to safety, and he forced the Company on. Patrick Harper, carrying two packs of gold, nodded at the western hills to their front.


      ‘Are the French there, sir?’


      Sharpe shrugged. ‘Probably.’


      The Sergeant looked round their high, sun-bleached path. ‘I hope they’re not watching for us.’


      ‘Better than being down with the Partisans.’ But he knew Harper was right. If the French were patrolling the hills, and they must be, then the Company would be visible for miles. Sharpe made his own gold-filled pack more comfortable on his shoulder. ‘We’ll keep going west in the night.’ He looked at his tired men. ‘Just this one effort, Sergeant, just this one.’


      It was not to be. At dusk, as the westering sun dazzled them, the ridge dropped away and Sharpe saw they had been cheated. The ridge was like an island, separated from the other hills by a wide, convoluted valley, and in its shadows, far below, he could see the tiny dots that were El Católico’s men. He stopped the Company, let them rest, and stared down.


      ‘Damn. Damn. Damn.’ He spoke quietly. The Partisans had ridden an easy path, either side of the ridge, and the Company had slogged its useless toil over the baking rocks, the edged stones, the scorpion-infested ridge. On the far side of the valley the hills rose again and he looked at the bouldered slope they would have to climb, but he knew that before they could go on they must cross the valley. It was a perfect place for an ambush. Like an indented sea-coast the valley had hidden spurs, deep shadows; even, to the north, some scrubby trees. Once they were on the valley’s grassed floor they would be terribly vulnerable, unable to see what lurked behind the spurs of the hill, in the dead folds of ground. Sharpe stared into the shadowed depth and then at his exhausted Company with their battered weapons and heavy packs.


      ‘We cross at dawn.’


      ‘Yes, sir.’ Harper looked down. ‘The Major’s coming, sir.’


      Kearsey had abandoned his horse and, his blue uniform melding with the shadows, was climbing the slope towards the Company. Sharpe grunted.


      ‘He can say a prayer for us.’ He looked at the valley. A prayer, maybe, would not be a bad thing.

    

  


  
    
      CHAPTER 16


    


    
      The water in the canteens was brackish, the food down to the last mildewed crumbs, and in the hour before dawn the ground was slippery with dew. It was cold. The Company, foul-mouthed and evil-tempered, slithered and fell as they went down the dark hillside to the black valley. Kearsey, his steel scabbard crashing against rocks, tried to keep up with Sharpe.


      ‘Almeida, Sharpe. It’s the only way!’


      Sharpe stopped, towered over the Major. ‘Damn Almeida, sir.’


      ‘There’s no need for cursing, Sharpe.’ Kearsey sounded peevish. He had arrived, as night fell, and launched himself into a rehearsed condemnation of Sharpe that had petered out when he saw an undamaged Teresa calmly watching him. She had spoken to him in Spanish, driving down his objections, until the Major, confused by the speed of events that he could not control, had fallen into an unhappy silence. Later, when the wind stirred the night grass, and sentries twitched as the black rocks seemed to move, he had tried to persuade Sharpe to turn south. Now, in the creeping dawn, he had returned to the subject.


      ‘The French, Sharpe. You don’t understand. They’ll be blocking the Coa. You must go south.’


      ‘And damn the bloody French, sir!’


      Sharpe turned away, slipped, and cursed as a boot flew from beneath him and he sat down, painfully, on a stone. He would not go to Almeida. The French were about to start the siege and would be concentrating in force. He would go west, towards the Coa, and take the gold to the General.


      The turf on the valley floor was springy, easy to walk, but Sharpe crouched and hissed at his men to be quiet. He could hear nothing, see nothing, and his instinct told him the Partisans had gone. Sergeant Harper crouched beside him.


      ‘Bastards have gone, sir.’


      ‘They’re somewhere.’


      ‘Not here.’


      And if not, then why had they gone? El Católico would not give up the gold, nor Moreno the chance to punish the man whom he thought had mutilated his daughter, so why was the valley so empty and quiet? Sharpe led the way over the grass, his rifle cocked, and looked at the hill ahead, littered with rocks, and he imagined the muskets ambushing them as they climbed. The hillside could hide a thousand men.


      He stopped again, at the foot of the slope, and the eerie feeling came back of being alone in the world, as if, while they were walking on the ridge the day before, the world had ended and the Angel of Death had forgotten the Light Company. Sharpe listened. He could hear his men breathing, but nothing else. Not the scrabble of a lizard on the rocks, the thump of a frightened rabbit, no birds, not even the wind on the stones. He found Kearsey.


      ‘What’s over the hill, sir?’


      ‘Summer pasture for sheep. Spring water, two shelters. Cavalry country.’


      ‘North?’


      ‘A village.’


      ‘South, sir?’


      ‘The road to Almeida.’


      Sharpe bit his lip, stared up the slope, and pushed away the sensation of being alone. His instinct told him that the enemy was near, but which enemy? Ahead was foraging country, enemy patrols, and Kearsey had claimed that the French would hold the countryside in force so that they could strip it of food. And if the French were not there? He looked behind, at the valley, and was tempted to stay in the low ground, but where was El Católico? Waiting up the valley? Or had his men hidden the horses and climbed the hill? He knew the Company was nervous, frightened both of the stillness and Sharpe’s caution, and he stood up.


      ‘Rifles! Skirmish line. Lieutenant! Follow with the Company. Forward!’


      This, at least, was a trade they knew, and the Riflemen split into skirmishing pairs and spread out into the thin, elastic screen that sheltered the main battle-line in a fight. The Rifles were trained to this, taught to think independently and to fight on their own initiative without orders from an officer. One man moved as his partner covered him, just as in battle one man reloaded while the other watched to see if any enemy was aiming at his comrade during the vulnerable and clumsy wielding of ramrod and cartridge. Fifty yards behind the Green Jackets, clumsy and noisy, the Redcoats climbed the hill, and Teresa stayed with Knowles and watched the elusive shapes, fleeting glimpses, of the Riflemen. She was wearing Sharpe’s greatcoat, covering the white dress, and she could sense the apprehension among the men. The world seemed empty, the dawn rising on grey rocks and limitless grass, but Teresa knew, better even than Sharpe, that only one thing could have driven away the Partisans and that the world was not empty. Somewhere, watching them, were the French.


      The sun rose behind them, lancing its light across the ridge they had walked the day before, and Sharpe, ahead of the Riflemen, saw it touch gold on the hill-crest seventy yards ahead. The rock was covered in light and at its base, half hidden by shadowed grass, was a dull red colour and he turned, casually, and waved his men flat as if he wanted to give them a rest. He yawned, massively, stretched his arms, and sauntered across the line to where Harper had stopped the left-hand pairs. He looked down the slope and waved at Knowles, laconically indicating for the heavily laden group to lie down, and then he nodded amicably at the Sergeant.


      ‘Bloody voltigeurs on the crest.’


      Voltigeurs, the French skirmishers, the light infantry who fought against the British Light Companies. Sharpe squatted on the ground, his back to the enemy, and talked softly.


      ‘Saw the red eqaulette.’


      Harper looked over Sharpe’s shoulder, flicking his eyes along the crest, and swore quietly. Sharpe plucked a blade of grass and pushed it between his teeth. Another twenty yards and they would have been in range of the French muskets. He swore as well.


      Harper squatted. ‘And if there are infantry, sir…


      ‘There are bloody cavalry as well.’


      Harper jerked his head sideways, down the slope, to the empty, still-shadowed valley. ‘There?’


      Sharpe nodded. ‘They must have seen us yesterday. Walking on a bloody ridge like virgins.’ He spat into the grass, scratched irritably through the torn hole in his left sleeve. ‘Bloody Spanish.’


      Harper yawned for the benefit of the watching enemy. ‘Time we had a proper fight, sir.’ He spoke mildly.


      Sharpe scowled. ‘If we could choose where.’ He stood up. ‘We go left.’


      The hillside to the left, to the south, offered more cover, but he knew, with a terrible certainty, that the Light Company was outnumbered by the enemy and almost certainly outflanked as well. He blew his whistle, waved to the south, and the Company moved along the side of the hill while Sharpe and Harper, quietly and slowly, warned the Riflemen of the enemy skirmishers above.


      Kearsey climbed up from the Redcoats. ‘What are we doing, Sharpe?’


      Sharpe told him about the skirmishers above. Kearsey looked triumphant, as if he had been proved right.


      ‘Told you, Sharpe. Pastureland, village. They’re locking up the country and the food. So what do you do now?’


      ‘What we do now, sir, is get out of this.’


      ‘How?’


      ‘I have no idea, Major, no idea.’


      ‘Told you, Sharpe! Capturing Eagles is all very well, but out here in enemy country things are different, eh? El Católico didn’t get caught! Must have smelt the French and vanished. We’re sitting ducks.’


      ‘Yes, sir.’


      There was no point in arguing. If El Católico had the gold he would not even have come this far, but as Sharpe worked his way round the hill he knew that at any moment the journey could end, the men with the gold caught between voltigeurs and cavalry, and in a month’s time someone at the army headquarters would wonder idly whatever happened to Captain Sharpe and the Light Company that was sent on the impossible job of bringing back Spanish gold. He turned on Kearsey.


      ‘So where is El Católico?’


      ‘I doubt if he’ll help you, Sharpe.’


      ‘But he won’t give up the gold, will he, Major? I suppose he’s happy to let the French ambush us and then he’ll ambush them, right?’


      Kearsey nodded. ‘It’s his only hope.’


      Rifleman Tongue, educated and argumentative, spun round.‘Sir!’


      The shout was his last; the bang of a musket muffled it, the smoke hanging in front of a rock just twenty yards from him, and Tongue went on spinning and falling, and Sharpe ignored Kearsey and ran ahead. Harper was crouching and searching for the man who had fired at Tongue. Sharpe raced past, knelt by the Rifleman, and lifted up the head. ‘Isaiah!’


      The head was heavy; the eyes were sightless. The musket ball had gone cleanly between two ribs and killed him even as he shouted the warning. Sharpe could hear the ramrod rattle as the enemy skirmisher pushed his next round into the barrel; then the unseen enemy’s partner fired, the ball missing Sharpe by inches because the Frenchman had suddenly seen Harper. The Sergeant’s rifle bullet lifted the Frenchman up off the ground; he opened his mouth to scream, but only blood came out and he dropped back. Sharpe could still hear the scraping of the iron ramrod; he stood up with Tongue’s rifle and ran forward. The voltigeur saw him coming, panicked, and scrambled backwards, and Sharpe shot him in the base of the spine and watched the man drop his musket and fall in agony to the hillside.


      Parry Jenkins, Tongue’s partner, seemed almost in tears. The Welshman stooped over Tongue’s body, unbuckling the ammunition pouch and canteen, and Sharpe threw him the dead man’s rifle. ‘Here!’ A French ball thudded into his pack, pushing him forward, and he knew that the enemy skirmish line had bent down the hill, cutting their southward advance, and he waved his men down and ran back to Jenkins.


      ‘Have you got everything?’


      ‘Yes, sir. I’m sorry, sir. God, I’m sorry, sir.’


      Sharpe hit him on the shoulder. ‘Come on, Parry. Not your fault. Down!’


      They went down the hill, the musket balls over their heads, and found cover in the rocks. Tongue’s body would have to stay there, another Rifleman lost in Spain, or was this Portugal? Sharpe did not know, but he thought of the school in the Midlands where Tongue had once taught, appropriately enough, languages, and he wondered if anyone would remember the clever young man with the friendly eyes who took to drink.


      ‘Sir!’


      Knowles was pointing behind and Sharpe rolled over and looked back the way they had come. French skirmishers in faded blue jackets with red epaulettes were angling down the hill behind them. He stayed on his back, facing his men.


      ‘Rifles! Bayonets!’


      The French would understand that all right, and feel the fear. He had unconsciously counted the bullets that missed him when he went forward to Tongue’s body and he knew, though he had not thought about it, that the hillside in front was sparsely held. The French had put a skirmish line there, thin and spaced, thinking it was enough to drive the British back downhill where, still unseen, the cavalry must wait.


      ‘Lieutenant!’


      ‘Sir?’


      ‘You’ll follow us.’


      We buy ten minutes, he thought, but we might get outside their cordon, and we might find a place to defend. He knew it was hopeless, but it was better than being driven like fat sheep, and he tugged out his sword, felt its edge, and was on his feet.


      ‘Forward!’


      One man of each pair watched, the other ran, and Sharpe heard the Bakers cracking the morning apart as the Frenchmen put up their heads to fire at the small, spread band of men in green who screamed at them and had twenty-three inches of steel fixed to their rifles. The few skirmishers in their front ran, or else died from the spinning rifle bullets that could not miss at fifty paces, and the Company kept running. Sharpe was ahead, his sword across his body and his rifle bumping on his back. He saw skirmishers above them on the hillside, and below, but muskets were a terrible instrument for precision work, and he let the enemy fire and knew the odds were in the Company’s favour. One man went down, hit in the buttocks, but he was dragged up and they were through the gap and there were just a few panicked French fugitives ahead who had not had the sense to climb the hill. One turned, reached with his musket, and found himself faced with a giant Irishman who split him neatly between the ribs, kicked the blade free, and went on. Sharpe cut at a man with his sword, felt the bone-hammering jar as the Frenchman parried with his musket, and then he ran on and wondered what kind of a dent he had put in the heavy steel edge.


      ‘Come on! Uphill!’


      That was not what the French expected, so it was the only way to go. The Company had smashed the cordon, lost only one man, and now they forced their tired legs to go up the slope, towards the western crest, and behind them the French orders rang out, the blue-coated officers realigning their men, and there was no time for anything but to force the legs up the impossible slope, feel the pain as the breath hurt the lungs, and then Sharpe made the crest and, without stopping, turned and kept running. The damned French were there, not expecting the British, but there all the same and lined up in files and ranks waiting for orders. Sharpe had a glimpse of a gently falling slope, well grassed, and the French battalion lined in companies, and the French watched, astonished, as the British ran past their front, only a hundred paces away, and not a musket was fired.


      There was no escape to the west, none to the north where the skirmishers chased them, and Sharpe knew they must go south and east where the cavalry expected them. It was the only direction that gave time, and time was the only hope. He turned, waved the Riflemen down, and pushed Knowles and the red-jacketed men down the slope.


      ‘Form up a hundred paces down!’


      ‘Sir!’ Knowles acknowledged, leapt over a boulder, and the Company was gone.


      ‘Rifles! Hold them up!’


      This was a better way of fighting, letting the enemy come to them, and killing them when they were too far away to reply to the rifle fire. Sharpe fought as a Private, ramming the balls down the rifling, picking his targets and waiting for the victim to rush forward. He aimed low, never waited to see if the man fell, but dragged out another cartridge, bit off the bullet, and started to reload. He could hear the rifles around him, firing as fast as they could, which was not fast enough, and he knew that the French would come to their senses soon and overwhelm them with targets and rush them with bayonets. He heard Harper giving instructions, and wondered which of the Riflemen needed to be told that you wrapped the bullet in the small greased patch so that it gripped the rifling, and he was so curious that he dodged through the lingering smoke and saw Teresa, with Tongue’s weapon, her face already blackened with powder smoke, kneeling up to fire at a Frenchman.


      Then the enemy disappeared, gone to ground, and Sharpe knew the rush was coming.


      ‘Forget the patches!’


      It was faster to load a naked ball, even though the rifle lost its accuracy, and then he whistled at them, pulling them back, keeping low, so that the enemy would charge an empty piece of ground and find itself under fire from new cover.


      ‘Wait for them!’


      They waited. There were French shouts, French cheers, and the men in blue and red were criss-crossing towards them, muskets and bayonets catching the light, and still they came and Sharpe knew they were outnumbered horribly, but it was always best to wait.


      ‘Wait! Wait!’ He saw a confused enemy officer, looking for the British, and knew the man would lose his nerve in just a second.


      ‘Fire!’


      It was a small volley, but the last they would fire with greased patches, and it was murderous. The enemy dived for cover, threw themselves behind rocks or their own dead, and the Riflemen reloaded, spitting the bullets into the guns, tapping them down by hammering the butts on the ground and not even bothering with ramrods.


      ‘Back!’


      There were a hundred skirmishers in front of them, pressing forward, lapping them, and the Riflemen went back, tap-loading, firing at their enemies, and always losing ground, going downhill towards the rest of the Company, who were getting closer and closer to the open ground of the valley.


      ‘Back!’ It was no place to die, this, not while the cavalry had still not appeared and there was a chance, however slim, that the Company could fall back to the far side of the valley. There was no time to think of that, only to keep the Riflemen out of range of the muskets, to harry the Company down the hill, stopping and firing, running, reloading, and finding new cover. They were doing no damage to the enemy, but the French, terrified of rifles, kept their distance and did not seem to realize that the bullets were no longer spinning; that, bereft of the small leather patch, the rifles were less accurate than the ordinary musket. It was enough for the French that their opponents wore green, the ‘grasshoppers’ of the British army who could kill at three hundred paces and tear the heart out of an enemy skirmish line.


      Pausing to watch the men go back, Sharpe glanced up the hill and saw the crest lined with the French companies. He noticed the uniforms were bright, unfaded by the sun, and he knew this was a fresh regiment, one of the new regiments that had been sent by Bonaparte to finish the Spanish business once and for all. Their Colonel was giving them a grandstand view of the fight and it annoyed Sharpe. No damned French recruit was going to watch his death! He looked at the voltigeurs, trying to find an officer to aim for, and it struck him, as he banged his rifle-butt on the ground, that only twenty minutes ago he had felt as if he were utterly alone on the face of the planet. Now he was outnumbered, ten to one, and the bastards were still coming, bolder now as the British reached the foot of the slope, and a ball smacked into the rock beside him and glanced up to hit Sharpe’s left armpit. It hurt like a dog chewing his flesh, and, throwing up the rifle for a quick shot, he suddenly knew the ricochet had done damage. He could hardly hold the rifle, but he squeezed the trigger and went backwards, keeping pace with his men and looking behind him, to see Knowles pausing on the very edge of the valley like a man fearful of pushing away from the shore. God damn it! There was no choice.


      ‘Back! Back!’


      He ran to Knowles. ‘Come on. Cross the valley!’


      Knowles was looking at his shoulder. ‘Sir! You’re hit!’


      ‘It’s nothing! Come on!’ He turned to the Riflemen, red eyes peering from blackened faces. ‘Form up, lads.’


      The girl fell in like another Rifleman and he grinned at her, loving her for fighting like a man, for her eyes that sparkled with the hell of it, and then he waved his right arm.


      ‘March!’


      They went away from the rocks, from the voltigeurs, out into the unnatural calmness of the grass. The French infantry did not follow but stopped at the foot of the slope for all the world as if the Light Company were on a boat and they could not follow. Major Kearsey was jigging with the excitement, his sabre drawn, but his smile went as he saw Sharpe.


      ‘You’re hit!’


      ‘It’s nothing, sir. A ricochet.’


      ‘Nonsense, man.’


      Kearsey touched Sharpe’s shoulder, and to the Rifleman’s surprise the hand came away red and glistening.


      ‘I’ve had worse, sir. It’ll mend.’ It was hurting, though, and he hated the thought of peeling away jacket and shirt to find the wound. Kearsey looked back at the motionless French infantry.


      ‘They’re not following, Sharpe!’


      ‘I know, sir.’ His tone was gloomy and Kearsey glanced sharply at him.


      ‘Cavalry?’


      ‘Bound to be, sir. Waiting for us to get into the centre of the valley.’


      ‘What do we do?’ Kearsey seemed to see nothing odd in asking Sharpe the question.


      ‘I don’t know, sir. You pray.’


      Kearsey took offence, jerking his head back. ‘I have prayed, Sharpe! Precious little else for the last few days.’


      It had been only a few days, Sharpe thought, and was it all to end like this, between a French battalion and cavalry? Sharpe grinned at the Major, spoke gently.


      ‘Keep praying, sir.’


      It was thin pastureland, close-cropped and tough, and Sharpe looked at the grass and thought that in a year’s time the sheep would be back as if there had been no skirmish. The sun had reached the valley floor and insects were busy in the grass-stems, oblivious of the battle overhead, and Sharpe looked up and thought the valley was beautiful. It wound south and west, climbing between steep hills, and ahead of him, out of reach, was a streambed that in spring would make the place a small paradise. He looked behind, saw the voltigeurs sitting by the rocks, the other French companies coming slowly down the hill, and somewhere in the tortuous valley, he knew, the cavalry would be waiting. He was sure they would come from behind now; the way ahead seemed to offer no hiding place, and he knew the Company was trapped. He looked at the ground, level and firm, and imagined the horses walking the first hundred yards, trotting the next fifty, into the canter, the swords raised, and the final gallop of twenty yards that would be split by the fire of the small square, but forty infantry could not hold out long. Pipe smoke went up from the sitting French infantry, front seats for the slaughter.


      Patrick Harper fell in beside him. ‘How bad?’ He was looking at the shoulder.


      ‘It’ll mend.’


      The Sergeant grabbed his elbow and, ignoring Sharpe’s protest, pulled the arm up. ‘Does it hurt?’


      ‘Jesus!’ He could feel a grating in the shoulder, but the huge Irishman’s hands were there, squeezing and hurting. Harper let go.


      ‘There’s no bone broken, sir. The ball’s trapped. Ricochet?’


      Sharpe nodded. A full hit would have broken his shoulder and upper arm. It hurt. Harper looked at the girl and back to Sharpe. ‘It’ll impress the wee girl.’


      ‘Go to hell.’


      ‘Yes, sir.’ Harper was worried, trying not to show it.


      Trumpets sounded and Sharpe stopped, turned, and as the Company marched on he saw the first horses appear to the north. His heart sank. Lancers again, always bloody lancers, and their green uniforms and pink facings mocked his meagre hopes. The lances were tipped with red and white pennants, held jauntily, and they trotted into formation in the valley and stared at the small group of British infantry. Harper came back to him. ‘Two hundred, sir?’


      ‘Yes.’


      He had heard men say they would rather die of a lance than a sabre, that a sabre just gave horrific cuts that festered and bled a man dry over weeks of agony, whereas a lance was quick and deep. Sharpe spat into the grass; he cared for neither, and he looked left and right.


      ‘That way.’ He pointed to the eastern side of the valley, back the way they had come, away from the French infantry. ‘On the double!’


      They ran, a lurching, stumbling, hopeless run, because even if the lancers waited a full two minutes before they were ordered forward they would still catch the Light Company and lean their weight into the silver blades. Then it really was all over, the whole thing hopeless, and Sharpe remembered the stories of small bands of soldiers who fought out against hopeless odds. He had been wrong. There was a hiding place further up the valley, a deep fold of dead ground to the south that had been shadowed and hidden but suddenly he saw horsemen were filing from it, men in foreign uniforms, sabres drawn, and they were not waiting like the lancers. Instead they trotted forward, knee to knee, and Sharpe knew it was all over.


      ‘Halt! Company square!’ He put the girl in the centre, with Kearsey. ‘Bayonets!’


      They did it calmly and he was proud of them. His shoulder hurt like the devil and he suddenly remembered the rumour that had gone through the army that the French poisoned their musket balls. He had never believed it, but something was wrong, everything blurred, and he shook his head to clear his vision and gave his rifle to Kearsey.


      ‘I’m sorry, sir. I can’t hold it.’


      His sword was still drawn, a dent in the foreblade, and he pushed his way through to the front of the tiny square, an almost useless gesture of defiance, and suddenly realized his men were grinning. They looked at him, started to cheer, and he tried to order silence. Perhaps it was a fine way to die, to cheer the enemy on to the bayonets, but it made no sense to Sharpe. They should save their breath for the killing. The sabres were nearer, the men riding like veterans, without excitement or haste, and Sharpe tried to place the French regiment with blue uniforms, a yellow stripe on the overalls, and tall brown busbies. God damn it! Who were they? At least a man should know who he’s fighting. Sharpe tried to order the muskets up, for the men to take aim, but nothing happened. His voice faded; his eyes seemed not to see.


      Harper caught him, lowered him gently.


      ‘Hold on, sir, for God’s sake, hold on.’


      Captain Lossow, resplendent in blue and yellow, saw Sharpe fall, cursed that his squadron had been delayed, and then, like a good professional of the King’s German Legion, forgot about Sharpe. There was work to be done.

    

  


  
    
      CHAPTER 17


    


    
      Lossow had two minutes, no more, and he used them well. He saw the Company disappear behind his left shoulder; then the lancers were all that was ahead of him while far off to the left a battalion of infantry scrambled untidily down the hill to add their firepower to the valley. He would not wait for the infantry. He spoke to his trumpeter, listened to the charge, loved every note, and then he put his sabre in the air and let Thor have his head. A good name for a horse, Thor, especially a horse like this one that could bite a man’s face off or beat an enemy down with its hooves. It was good ground, comfortable, with no damned rabbits, and Lossow would pray at night for an opportunity like this. Lancers, idiots with long spikes who never knew how to parry, and all you had to do was get inside the point and the life was yours. He could hear his men galloping behind; he twisted in the saddle to see the fine sight, the horses neck and neck, as they should be, clods of turf flung up behind, blades and teeth shining, and was it not good of the German King who sat on the English throne to give him this chance?


      The French were slow and he guessed they were new troops, on remounts, and a lancer should always meet the enemy at full speed or he was done. He steered Thor to the right; they had practised this, and the trumpeter gave the call again, ragged this time because of the motion of the horse but enough to make a man’s blood run cold, and he touched Thor with his left heel, never a spur in his life, and the huge horse turned like a dancer; the sabre was dropped so it pointed down like a spike from Lossow’s outstretched hand, and he galloped, laughing along the face of the enemy, and simply knocked the lances away. It would not last, it never did, and someone was bright enough to face him, but by then the chaos he had created in half a dozen Frenchmen had let his first troop into the gap, and Lossow knew the job was done and he let Thor rear up and deal with the brave fellow who challenged him. The trumpeter was there, of course, because that was his duty.


      ‘Left!’ Lossow ordered, and the Germans turned, chewing up the French line, the sabres wicked in their work, and Lossow was satisfied.


      ‘Lieutenant?’


      The man saluted, oblivious of the fight. ‘Sir?’


      ‘Stirrup the infantry.’


      ‘Sir.’


      And his duty was done. He had a minute left and Thor needed exercise so Lossow touched with his heels and the horse went forward, and the sabre turned a galloping lance so neatly that Lossow thought he would remember that moment till the day he died, preferably in Germany, and the Kligenthal steel of the curved blade opened the Frenchman’s throat as far as his spine, and he wished that every moment was this good, with a fine horse, a good turf, a blade made by the dwarves themselves, and an enemy for breakfast.


      He watched his men work, proud of them. They were disciplined, protecting one another, their sword drill immaculate and thorough, and Lossow knew why the lord Wellington preferred German cavalry. Not as flashy as the English, not as good for a parade, but for killing Frenchmen—they were as good as British infantry at that. Lossow, a happy man, thought in the valley’s bottom—as part of his mind watched the enemy infantry, another checked on the fleeing lancers—that this army, Wellington’s army, could be as perfect an instrument of war as any in history. With men like these horsemen and with that infantry? It was beautiful!


      ‘Re-call.’


      The trumpet sounded, the men pulled back in perfect order, and Lossow waved the sabre. The lancers were done for, utterly beaten, but he had expected no less. Poor devils. They were not to know that Lossow’s men had tracked this valley for three days, waiting for a sight of Sharpe, and Lossow was glad it was he and not that pig Schwalbach further south who had found the British infantry. He looked up the valley. The rescued infantry were moving fast, each man holding on to a cavalryman’s stirrup, and Lossow brought the other hundred and fifty sabres back slowly, screening the retreat, enjoying the warm sun, and saluting the French infantry who were forming up, too late, their show spoiled.


      ‘Compliments of Hanover!’ he shouted, but the garlic-eating slime did not understand German.


      An hour later Sharpe opened his eyes, saw Harper leaning over him, pinning him to the ground, and Teresa was holding one hand, and then a German soldier came to him with a piece of iron, glowing hot, and Sharpe knew the dream of the last few minutes, of his shoulder being pinned by an Indian with a lance, was just that: a dream. The Indian, turbaned and smiling, had played with him, and every time Sharpe had tried to jerk free the lance would come back, hoisting him a little higher.


      ‘Still, Captain.’ Harper spoke gently, gripped hard.


      The cauterizing iron hit him like the devils of hell. His shout was cut off as he fainted, as the flash burned and stank, and it took all Harper’s strength to hold him down, but it was done and Lossow’s horse-doctor nodded his satisfaction. They splashed water on his face, trickled brandy into his throat, and Sharpe opened his eyes, grimaced as the pain shot through him, and struggled upwards. He looked at Harper.


      ‘You said it would mend.’


      ‘Didn’t want to worry you, sir. Almost bled to death.’ He propped Sharpe against a rock. ‘Food! Bring that food!’


      Sharpe looked up to see a German officer with crinkled eyes and a good smile looking down on him. He had met the man before. Where? He remembered. In the village where Batten had been caught by the provosts. He stuck out his good hand.


      ‘Captain—’


      ‘Lossow, sir. At your service!’


      Sharpe smiled, a bit wanly. ‘You have our thanks, sir.’


      The German waved away the formality. ‘On the contrary. You have ours. A lovely fight!’


      ‘Did you lose anyone?’


      ‘Lose anyone? They were lancers, Captain! An angry toad would be more dangerous! Now, if they put lances in the front rank, and sabres behind, they might be dangerous. But just lancers? No problem to us!’


      Sharpe nodded, grateful. ‘But thank you.’


      Lossow took the mug of stew from Harper and put it on Sharpe’s lap.


      ‘You got the gold.’


      ‘You know about it?’


      ‘Why do you think I am here? A patrol to the south, me here, and all for you, Captain. The lord Wellington wants the gold badly!’


      Kearsey sniffed, said nothing, and Sharpe sipped at the stew. It tasted miraculous after the hard tack of the last week.


      ‘He can have it.’


      ‘Ja, but there are problems.’


      Sharpe put the mug down, willed the pain in his shoulder to go down. ‘Problems?’


      ‘French patrols.’ Lossow’s hand described an arc to the west. ‘Like fleas on a bottom.’


      Sharpe laughed and the pain came back, but he forced his left hand round to hold the hot mug and it worked. He spooned the tough beef into his mouth.


      ‘We must get to the army.’


      ‘I know.’


      ‘We must.’


      He looked to his right and saw one of Lossow’s men sharpening his sword, using a stone and oil to smooth down the dent. It was only this morning that he had cut down on the voltigeur and the man—Sharpe remembered yellow teeth—had pushed his musket up and saved his life. ‘We must.’


      ‘We will try.’


      Sharpe lifted Lossow’s brandy bottle; the Germans were never short of captured brandy, and the spirit flowed like cream into his throat. He coughed.


      ‘The Partisans? Have you seen Partisans?’


      Lossow turned and spoke to one of his officers, a short exchange, and turned back to Sharpe. ‘Two miles away, Captain, keeping in touch with us. They want the gold?’


      Sharpe nodded. ‘And me.’ He looked at the girl and back to the German.


      ‘Don’t worry, Captain.’ Lossow stood up and hitched his sword-belt round. ‘You’re in good hands.’


      The girl smiled at Sharpe, stood up and came to him. Her dress was another four inches shorter and Sharpe realized he had been bandaged after the cauterizing iron had driven him in agony back to unconsciousness. She still had the rifle, slung proprietorially on a shoulder, with Tongue’s ammunition pouch and bayonet strapped to her waist. Lossow moved to one side to let her sit by Sharpe.


      ‘Any more wounded, Captain, and she will be naked!’ The German Captain laughed. ‘We should all cut ourselves!’


      Teresa looked at Sharpe, spoke softly. ‘The Captain’s already seen me. Haven’t you?’


      How did she know? Sharpe thought. He wondered if his telescope was undamaged by the fight and he remembered a French bullet thumping into his pack and throwing him forward. He could not be bothered to check right now, but leaned back, sipped at the brandy, and slept in the sun. The girl sat beside him, watching the Light Company rest, while beyond them, beyond the tethered horses, Lossow’s picquets watched French patrols comb the western valleys. The Light Company would move soon, cutting westward, but for now they could sleep and forget the one more river they had to cross.

    

  


  
    
      CHAPTER 18


    


    
      Dogs barked in the town, horses moved restless feet on the wooden stable-boards, and on the stone front steps the sentries shuffled in the darkness. In the hallway of the house a clock ticked heavily, but in the ground-floor room, lit by candles, the only sound was the rustling of paper until the tall, hooked-nosed man leaned back and tapped a long finger on the table’s edge.


      ‘The siege has not begun?’


      ‘No, my lord.’


      The General leaned forward and drew a square map towards him, scraping it over the table, and put the long finger on a white space in its centre.


      ‘Here?’


      Major Michael Hogan leaned into the candlelight. The map showed the country from Celorico, where they sat, across the border to Ciudad Rodrigo. Crawling up the map, dividing it into three, were the Coa and Agueda rivers, and the long finger was pointing between the rivers, north of Almeida.


      ‘As best we can judge, my lord.’


      ‘And what is there, pray?’


      The General’s finger relaxed and traced an unconscious line down to the writing on the bottom. Drawn by Maj. Kearsey. Q’Master Gen’s Dep’t. Hogan wondered idly when Kearsey had drawn the map, but it did not matter. He drew a piece of paper to him.


      ‘Four new French battalions, sir. We know the 118th of the Line are there, probably at strength. A regiment of lancers, one of chasseurs.’


      There was a brief silence. Wellington snorted. ‘After food, I suppose?’


      ‘Yes, my lord.’


      ‘And round the town?’


      Another piece of paper. ‘A loose ring, my lord. Mostly to the south where the artillery park is building. We know of just two battalions of foot and, of course, cavalry patrols.’


      ‘They’re slow, Hogan, slow!’


      ‘Yes, sir.’


      Hogan waited. If the French were slow, all to the good, and the reports that filtered back from Partisans and exploring officers suggested that Masséna was having problems assembling his transport, his siege materials, and, above all, his rations. There was also a rumour that he was with his mistress and reluctant to leave the comfort of her bedroom for the discomforts of the campaign. The General put his hand back on the map.


      ‘Nothing from the KGL?’


      ‘Nothing, sir.’


      ‘Damn, damn, damn.’ The words were spoken softly, almost reflectively.


      He picked up a letter, postmarked London, and read it aloud, though Hogan suspected the words were known by heart.


      ‘“I write in confidence, trusting to your discretion that however precarious the position of the army it is matched by our own. An opposition rampant, a press malignant, an ailing monarch, and there can be no hopes for a further draft of monies before the autumn. We put our faith in your exertions.’” He put down the letter, dismissing the new government’s fears, and looked at the map. ‘I wonder where he is?’


      It was not like the General, Hogan reflected, to articulate his worries. ‘If I know him, my lord, and I do, then I suspect he will be avoiding Almeida. Coming the direct way.’


      ‘He’d be better off in Almeida.’


      ‘He would, my lord, but no one could expect that. And in two days…’ Hogan shrugged. In two days the enemy would lock up the town as effectively as the countryside.


      The General frowned, drummed the table with his fingers. ‘Do I warn Cox?’


      The question was asked of himself, not Hogan, but the Irishman knew what was in Wellington’s mind. The fewer people who knew of the gold, the better. The Spanish government, in impotent obscurity at Cádiz, would assume the gold to have been captured by the French when the armies collapsed in the north, and if they were to discover that their allies, the British, had purloined it? No. The General’s fingers slapped down in finality; he would not burden Almeida’s commander with another problem.


      ‘If Sharpe is alive, Hogan, we’ll assume he does what you say. Avoid Almeida.’ He dismissed the problem, looked up at the Irishman. ‘How does the work go?’


      ‘Well, my lord, excellently. But…’


      ‘I know. The money. Can it wait a week?’


      ‘Ten days.’


      Wellington’s eyebrows went up in mock surprise. ‘Some good news. Let’s hope for more.’


      He passed on to other business, to a General Order that limited field officers’ leave in Lisbon to just twenty-four hours. If they couldn’t find a woman in that time, the General claimed, they might as well not stay on and look. There would be only one exception. The blue eyes looked at Hogan.


      ‘If that damned rogue gets back, give him a month.’


      


      The damned rogue, with a hurting shoulder and a seething sense of frustration, was riding a horse into the intricate defences of Almeida. Lossow rode beside him.


      ‘I’m sorry, Sharpe. We had no choice!’


      ‘I know. I know.’


      It was true, too, however grudgingly he admitted it. Every move was headed off by damned Frenchmen who seemed to be everywhere. They had been chased twice, lost a German trooper, and in the end, exhausted and hunted, they turned for the safety of the town. Sharpe had wanted to lay up in the country, travel in darkness, but the French were alerted and he knew that there was no sense in being chased ragged round the east bank of the Coa.


      Straw torches, soaked in resin, flamed and smoked in the tunnelled gateway, casting lurid shadows on the Portuguese infantry who had dragged open the huge doors and now watched the tired men ride and walk into the town. The insides of Sharpe’s legs were sore; he hated riding horses, but Lossow had insisted. The gold was all on horseback, carried by the Germans, and Sharpe looked at them, all alert, and then at Lossow.


      ‘Why don’t we ride straight through? Out the other side?’


      Lossow laughed. ‘They must be fed! The horses, I mean. One good dinner of corn and they’ll go through the French like the pox through a regiment. We go in the morning, ja?’


      ‘Dawn?’


      ‘Yes, my friend. Dawn.’


      There was still hope. The French had not even surrounded Almeida; they had ridden the last few miles unmolested, and Sharpe guessed that the cavalry patrols were concentrated to the north. In the southern sky, beyond the bulk of the castle, he could see the glow of fires, and assumed that the French had chosen the easier countryside in which to build their artillery park. To the west, where the river was so tantalizingly close, he had seen no fires, except in the distance, and they were British. Success was so close.


      Kearsey, on yet another borrowed horse, led the procession into the Plaza. The castle and cathedral were close to the northern gate where they had entered, and the big Plaza seemed to be the only inhabited place in the town. Sharpe looked for Knowles.


      ‘Lieutenant?’


      ‘Sir?’


      ‘Go to the lower town. You’ll find billets. Knock a house open.’ There were dozens of empty houses. ‘Meet me back here. Sergeant?’


      Harper came alongside the horse and Sharpe gestured at Teresa. ‘She’ll need a room. I’ll join the Company when I’m finished here.’


      Harper grinned. ‘Yes, sir.’


      Cox’s headquarters were dark inside and Kearsey, Sharpe, and Lossow waited in an echoing hallway while a sleepy orderly went upstairs. The German officer grinned.


      ‘In bed! Lucky man!’


      ‘Major!’ Cox was at the top of the stairs, his hair ruffled, dressed in a long red gown belted at his waist. ‘You’re back! A moment! Go into the drawing-room. Candles!’


      Sharpe pulled back a heavy velvet curtain and across the Plaza could see the dark shape of the squat cathedral. There was a bustle behind him as Portuguese servants brought in candles and tapers, wine and food, and he let the curtain drop and sat, exhausted, in a deep, comfortable chair. Down the road, he thought, in the morning. One last effort, one last surprise attack, and it was done. He helped himself to the wine, offered some to Lossow, ignored the disapproving look from Kearsey.


      The door opened. ‘You helped yourself. Good!’ Cox had pulled on a shirt and trousers, brushed his hair, and he nodded amicably at Sharpe. ‘Captain. Captain Lossow. What can I do for you?’


      Sharpe sat up, surprised. Did Cox not know? He exchanged a glance with Lossow; they both looked at Kearsey, expecting him to speak, but the Major sat tight-lipped. Sharpe put down his wine.


      ‘You know about the gold, sir?’


      Cox nodded; a shadow on his face hid the expression, but Sharpe thought it was guarded. ‘I know, Captain.’


      ‘We have it, sir. We must take it to Celorico. We wanted to feed the horses, rest, and leave at dawn. With your permission, sir, we’d like the western gate opened an hour before first light.’


      Cox nodded, leaned over and poured himself a small glass of wine. ‘Whose gold is it?’


      Sharpe felt an immense burden come back. ‘I am under orders from Lord Wellington, sir. Orders that tell me to take the gold to him.’


      Cox’s eyebrows shot up. ‘Good! Let me see the orders, then!’


      Sharpe glanced at Kearsey, who reddened. The Major cleared his throat. ‘The orders were accidentally destroyed, sir. No blame to Captain Sharpe.’


      Cox’s hope seemed to diminish. He peered at Kearsey over his wine. ‘You saw them? What did they say?’


      ‘That all officers should render assistance to Captain Sharpe.’ Kearsey spoke in a neutral voice.


      Cox nodded. ‘And Sharpe is taking the gold to Lord Wellington, right?’


      Sharpe nodded, but Kearsey interrupted. ‘The orders did not say, sir.’


      ‘For God’s sake, sir!’ Sharpe exploded, but Cox banged on the table.


      ‘Did your orders specifically mention the gold?’


      ‘No, sir.’


      Sharpe damned Kearsey for his quibbling honesty. Without the Major’s last remark the Light Company might be homeward-bound in a few hours. Cox’s fingers drummed on the table.


      ‘I have a problem, gentlemen.’ He pulled papers towards him, muttered something about tidiness, and held out a thick piece of parchment, sealed with a heavy wax circle, and waved it in the candlelight. ‘A request from the Spanish government, our allies, that the gold does not pass through British hands. Damned strange, really.’


      Lossow coughed. ‘Strange, sir?’


      Cox nodded. ‘Fellow arrives today, full fig, and tells me about the gold. It was the first I knew about it. He’s got an escort for it. Spanish Colonel. He’s called Jovellanos.’


      Sharpe looked at Kearsey. He knew the answer. ‘Jovellanos?’


      ‘El Católico.’ Kearsey stretched for the piece of paper and held the seal up to the candle before reading the words. ‘It’s in order, sir. Genuine.’


      ‘How the hell can it be in order?’ Sharpe’s right hand was gripped tight into a fist. ‘He’s a bloody bandit! A crook! He wrote the damned thing himself! We have orders, sir, from the General. From Lord Wellington. That gold goes to Celorico!’


      Cox, who had been friendly, scowled at Sharpe. ‘I see no need for anger, Captain Sharpe. Colonel Jovellanos is here, my guest.’


      ‘But, sir’—Lossow broke in, glancing at Sharpe sympathetically—‘Captain Sharpe speaks the truth. We were told that the gold was important. It had to go to the lord Wellington.’


      Cox took a deep breath, let it out, tapped his toe on the floor. ‘God damn it, gentlemen, I am facing a siege which will begin any day now. The enemy’s guns are in sight, the placements are being dug, and you bring me this?’


      Sharpe repeated doggedly, ‘We have orders, sir.’


      ‘So you say.’ Cox picked up the paper. ‘Is there a Junta for Castile?’


      Kearsey nodded. ‘Yes, sir.’


      ‘And does Joaquím Jovellanos have authority from it?’ Kearsey nodded again. ‘And the gold is theirs?’ The nod again. The paper dropped on to the table. ‘The General gave me no orders!’


      Sharpe sighed. An English Brigadier in the Portuguese army faced with a Spanish Colonel, an English Captain, a German cavalryman, Spanish gold, and no orders. He had an idea.


      ‘Sir, is the telegraph working?’


      Lossow snapped his fingers. Cox frowned at the German. ‘Yes, Captain. There’s a relay station over the river, towards Pinhel.’


      ‘When can the first messages be sent?’


      Cox shrugged. ‘Depends on the weather. Usually an hour after dawn.’


      Sharpe nodded impatiently. ‘Would you, sir, consider a message to the General requesting orders concerning the gold?’


      Cox looked at him, shrugged again. ‘Of course. First thing tomorrow?’


      ‘Please, sir.’


      Cox stood up. ‘Good! Problem solved. I’ll tell Colonel Jovellanos tomorrow and you can get a night’s sleep. I must say you look as if you need it. Good God.’ He was peering at Sharpe’s shoulder. ‘You’re hurt!’


      ‘It will mend, sir.’ Sharpe finished his wine; damned if politeness would stop him. And damn Wellington, too, who had held the cards too close to his chest so that Cox, a decent man, was put in this position. ‘Sir?’


      Cox turned away from the doorway. ‘Sharpe?’


      ‘How many men in Colonel Jovellanos’s escort?’


      ‘Two hundred, Sharpe. God save me, I wouldn’t want to meet them in a dark street.’


      Nor I, thought Sharpe. Nor I. He stood up, waited for the Commander of the garrison to leave. Where was El Católico he wondered. Upstairs asleep? Or watching from a darkened window?


      Lossow, at least, understood. ‘My men will guard tonight.’


      Sharpe smiled his thanks. ‘And tomorrow?’


      The German shrugged, fitted his tall, plumed busby on to his head. ‘If we cannot leave at dawn, then at dusk, my friend.’


      Cox put his head back round the door. ‘I forgot! Remiss of me! You’ll stay here, gentlemen? My orderlies can find beds.’


      Kearsey accepted, the two Captains pleaded they would rather be with their men, and Cox wished them a good night at the front door as if he were a host bidding a genial farewell to valued dinner guests. ‘And sleep well! The message goes first thing!’


      Knowles and Harper waited outside and with them two Germans, one of them a barrel of a Sergeant who grinned when he was told that the Partisans were in the town. Lossow looked from his Sergeant to Harper.


      ‘A good match!’


      ‘I’ll bet on the Irish.’ Sharpe said the words without offence, and Lossow laughed.


      ‘Home. We sleep!’


      Knowles had done well, unbarring a huge house that stabled the Germans’ horses, housed everyone, and on the second floor, behind a huge, polished door, was a bedroom with a feather mattress, a canopied bed, rugs, and the smell of old wood and fresh sheets. Sharpe closed the door, cutting off the sounds of his men who were sharing wine with the Germans, and looked at the girl.


      ‘El Católico’s here.’


      She nodded. ‘What did you expect?’


      He unbuckled his belt, untied the faded red sash, and knew that his shoulder was too stiff, too painful, for him to undress properly. Teresa saw it, pushed back the sheet, and he saw she was already naked. She crossed the floor, helped him, went back to the huge, soft bed with him. Sharpe lay flat and the girl propped herself beside him.


      ‘What does he want?’


      ‘Later,’ Sharpe said. ‘Later.’ His right arm was still good and he pulled the girl on top of him, felt her hair fall either side of his face, her hands explore the scars on his back. Her mouth was beside his ear.


      ‘Can I keep the rifle?’


      ‘It’s all yours,’ he said. ‘All yours.’ And it was.

    

  


  
    
      CHAPTER 19


    


    
      Her finger pressed on the scars of the flogging. ‘Who did it?’


      ‘A man called Morris, and a Sergeant. Hakeswill.’


      ‘Why?’


      He shrugged. ‘They lied.’


      ‘You kill them?’


      ‘Not yet.’


      She nodded slowly. ‘You will?’


      ‘I will.’ It was not yet dawn, but the sky had the grey luminance that came before first light, and Sharpe wanted to be at the telegraph early. He was reluctant to move, to lose the warm body, but others were stirring in the house and a cockerel, exploding into sound in the courtyard, jerked him upright. He lay back again, taking five more minutes, and pulled Teresa close.


      ‘Did Hardy want you?’


      She smiled, said something in Spanish, and he assumed she was asking if he was jealous. ‘No.’


      She wagged her head, seemed to shrug. ‘Yes. He wanted me.’


      ‘And did you?’


      She laughed. ‘No. Joaquím was too close.’


      Joaquím, damned Joaquím Jovellanos, El Católico, Colonel and crook. The girl had told him, when they were lying hot and sweaty in the wide bed, of her father, of El Católico, of the business of staying alive in the mountains when the enemy is everywhere and there is no law and no government. Her father, she said, was good, but weak.


      ‘Weak?’ Sharpe had winced as he propped himself on an elbow.


      ‘He was strong.’ Teresa still had problems with English and she shrugged helplessly.


      Sharpe helped her. ‘And El Católico?’


      She smiled, pushed hair away from her eyes. ‘He wants everything. My father’s men, land, money, me. He’s strong.’


      Somewhere a door scraped on old hinges, boots crossed a yard, and Sharpe knew it was time to be up.


      ‘And you?’


      Her hand felt his scars. ‘We will fight. Ramon, me, Father. Joaquím only thinks of what happens afterwards.’


      ‘Afterwards?’


      ‘When there is peace.’


      ‘And you?’ Her hair had the smell of a woman and his hand rested on the long, muscled waist.


      ‘I want to kill Frenchmen.’


      ‘You will.’


      ‘I know.’


      Now, looking at the sudden smile, he wished that she was not going. He could, he decided, be happy with this woman, but he laughed inside as he remembered he had thought the same of Josefina.


      ‘What are you smiling for?’


      ‘Nothing.’


      He swung his legs out of bed, pulled up his crumpled clothes and put them on the bed. She pulled the jacket towards her, opened the pocket.


      ‘What’s this?’ A silver locket lay in her hand.


      ‘A locket.’


      She hit him. ‘I know.’ She opened it and, inside, saw the gold-haired girl with the generous mouth. ‘Who’s that?’


      ‘Jealous?’


      She seemed to understand and laughed. ‘Who is she?’


      ‘Jane Gibbons.’


      She imitated him. ‘Jane Gibbons. Who is she? Is she waiting for you?’


      ‘No. I’ve never met her.’


      She looked at the face in the miniature painting. ‘She’s pretty. Never?’


      ‘Never.’


      ‘Why do you have it?’


      ‘I knew her brother.’


      ‘Ah.’ Friendship made sense to her. ‘Is he dead?’


      ‘Yes.’


      ‘The French?’ She said the word with her customary spite.


      ‘No.’


      She looked exasperated at his answers. ‘Was he a soldier?’


      ‘Yes.’


      ‘Then how did he die?’


      Sharpe pulled on the French overalls. ‘I killed him.’


      ‘You?’


      Sharpe paused. ‘No. The Sergeant killed him. I killed the other one.’


      ‘What other one?’ She sat up, flinched as he pulled back the curtain.


      Across the street was a church with ornate stonework and a laddered bell-tower. The soldier in Sharpe automatically understood that the church roof must have a platform for the ladder, a possible firing position.


      ‘They were enemies. They hurt a friend.’


      She understood the half truth. ‘A woman?’


      He nodded. ‘Not mine.’ Another half truth, but by the time the two Lieutenants had died, Josefina had already found Hardy.


      She laughed. ‘You’re a good man, Richard.’


      ‘I know.’


      He grinned at her, picked up the locket and pushed it back into his pocket. Why had he kept it? Because Gibbons’s sister was so beautiful? Or was it now his talisman, his magic charm against the killing lance and El Católico’s rapier? Teresa helped him with the jacket buttons.


      ‘You’ll come back?’


      ‘I’ll be back. The soldiers are here; you’re safe.’


      She leaned off the bed, pulled up the rifle. ‘I’m safe.’


      He left her in the bedroom, feeling his loss, and went down to where the kitchen fire was blazing and Lossow was drinking beer from an earthenware bottle. The German Captain grinned at Sharpe.


      ‘A good night, my friend?’


      Knowles winced, Harper looked at the ceiling, but Sharpe growled something approximately polite and crossed to the fire. ‘Tea?’


      ‘Here, sir.’ Harper pushed a mug over the table. ‘Just wet it.’


      A dozen men of the Company were in the kitchen, and some Germans, and they were sawing with knives at the new bread and looking surprised because there were pots of butter, fresh butter, on the table. Sharpe scraped his boot on the hearth and his men looked up.


      ‘The girl.’ He wondered if he sounded embarrassed, but the men seemed not to mind. ‘Look after her till I get back.’


      They nodded, grinned at him, and he was suddenly immensely proud of them. She would be safe with them, scoundrels though they were, just as a King’s ransom in gold was safe with them. He had never thought of it, not in detail, but it occurred to Sharpe that most officers would never have trusted their men with the gold. They would have feared desertion; that the temptation of so much money would be simply too much, but Sharpe had never been worried. These were his men, his Company, and he trusted his life with their skills, so why not gold, or a girl?


      Robert Knowles cleared his throat. ‘When will you be back, sir?’


      ‘Three hours.’ An hour till the message could be sent, an hour for the reply to come, and then another hour unpicking the details with Cox. ‘Keep an eye out for El Católico. He’s here. Keep a guard, Robert, all the time, and don’t let anyone in, no one.’


      The men grinned at him, laughed as they thought what they could do to anyone who interfered with them, and Lossow clapped his hands together.


      ‘We surprise the Spanish, yes? They think they have the gold? But they don’t know about the telegraph. Ah! The wonders of modern war.’


      It was cold in the street, the sky still dark grey, but as Sharpe, Lossow, and Harper mounted the final steps to the rampart of the castle they could see the eastern sky blazing with the coming sun. The telegraph was unmanned, the sheep bladders tied to the mast, and in the cruel, grey light it reminded Sharpe of a gallows. The wind slapped the ropes in a forlorn tattoo against the mast.


      The sun shattered the remnants of night, dazzled over the eastern hills, and streaked its bleak, early light into the countryside round Almeida. As if in salute there was a blare of bugles, shouts from the walls, and Lossow clapped Sharpe’s good shoulder and pointed south.


      ‘Look!’


      The bugles had responded to the first formal move of the siege. The waiting was over, and through his undamaged telescope Sharpe saw that the dawn light had revealed a mound of fresh earth that had been thrown up a thousand yards from the fortifications. It was the first French battery and, even as Sharpe watched, he saw the tiny figures of men throwing up more earth and battening great fascines to the crest of the mound. It had been years since he had carried a fascine to war, a great wicker cylinder that was filled with soil and provided an instant battlement to protect men and guns from enemy artillery. The Portuguese gunners had seen the fresh earthworks and were running along the town wall.


      Lossow pounded his fist on the ramparts. ‘Fire! You bastards!’


      A Portuguese gun team on the town defences seemed to hear him, for there was the flat crack of a cannon, and through the glass, Sharpe saw an eruption of earth where the roundshot struck the ground just in front of the French battery. The ball must have bounced right over the top and he knew the Portuguese gunners would be satisfied. After another two firings their gun barrel would be hot and the shot would carry farther and he listened for the next shot, saw it fall a little beyond the first, and watched as the French soldiers hurried to take cover.


      ‘Next one.’


      He let the telescope lie where it was and straightened up. Over the roofs of the town he could see the smoke of the cannon drifting in the breeze, saw another smudge as the Portuguese fired again, and then, a second later, heard the crash and watched the fascines blow apart.


      ‘Bravo!’ Lossow clapped his hands. ‘That’s held them up for five minutes!’


      Sharpe picked up the telescope and panned it to the south. There were few Frenchmen visible—the new battery, an encampment half a mile beyond that, and a few figures on horseback riding the circuit well beyond the range of the defenders’ guns. The close siege had not started yet, the careful digging of the zigzag trenches that would bring the infantry to striking distance of the breach that the French would hope to blast through the walls with battery after battery of huge, iron siege guns. And all the time the howitzers, untouchable in their deep pits, would lob their bombs into the town day after day. He looked westward, to the road that led to the Coa, and beyond one earthen barricade there was no real attempt by the French to seal it off. That would come in a day or two, when the siege proper began, and he handed the glass to Lossow.


      ‘We can do it.’


      The German looked at the road, smiled. ‘It will be a pleasure.’


      There were footsteps on the circular stone stairway and the young midshipman, holding a thick sandwich, emerged on to the ramparts and looked startled to see the waiting men. He put his sandwich in his mouth, saluted, rescued his sandwich.


      ‘Morning, sir.’


      He put down the pile of books he was carrying in his other hand.


      ‘Morning.’ Sharpe guessed the boy was no older than fifteen. ‘When do you start sending?’


      ‘When the messages get here, sir.’


      Sharpe pointed to the books. ‘What’s that?’


      ‘Lessons, sir. Principles of navigation. I’ve got to pass the exam soon, sir, even though I’m not at sea.’


      ‘You should join the Rifles, lad.’ Harper picked up the book. ‘We don’t stuff your head with mathematics.’


      Sharpe looked westwards. ‘Where’s the relay station?’


      The boy pointed north-west. ‘Between the two hills, sir. It’s over the river, on a church.’


      Sharpe pointed the glass, held it steady by jamming it next to the telegraph’s mast and, far away, like a speck of dust, he could see the tiny telegraph station. ‘How the hell do you read it?’


      ‘With this, sir.’ The boy unlocked a trunk that was part of the mast’s foundation and dragged out an iron tripod that carried a telescope twice the size of Sharpe’s. Lossow laughed.


      ‘Thank you, Captain,’ Sharpe said drily. He liked Lossow, but was not sure about the man’s sense of humour. Harper seemed to enjoy it.


      In the Plaza, in front of the cathedral, Sharpe watched the foreshortened shapes of two officers walking towards the castle.


      ‘Are those your messages?’


      The midshipman leaned over. ‘Yes, sir. Captain Charles usually brings them.’


      As Sharpe watched he saw three men rolling a keg of powder from the cathedral, across the Plaza, and towards the warren of streets. He guessed that the guns on the wall kept very little ready powder, fearing a spark and an explosion that would save the French weeks of work, and the soldiers would be busy taking the black powder from the cathedral and delivering it to the gunners who sweated on the defences. He was glad he would not be here for the siege, for the helpless feeling of watching the earthworks creep closer, the siege guns firing slowly, but with massive, hammering force.


      ‘Good morning! You must be Sharpe!’ Captain Charles, a Portuguese officer beside him, sounded cheerful. He looked at the midshipman. ‘Morning, Jeremy. Sleep well?’


      ‘Yes, sir.’ The midshipman had put up the telescope and trained it on the far mast. ‘Hold on, sir.’


      He looked through the glass for a second, then leaped to the mast, untied the bladder ropes, and hauled on them one at a time so that the black bags shot up to the pulley at the cross-trees and fell down again.


      ‘What was that?’ Sharpe asked.


      ‘Just saying good morning, sir.’ The midshipman left three bladders down, the other raised. ‘That says we’re transmitting, sir,’ he added helpfully.


      Sharpe looked through the big telescope. The far tower, much closer now, had two black dots level and halfway up the mast, presumably the signal that said they were ready to receive a message.


      ‘Here you are, Jeremy.’ Charles handed over the first sheet and the boy leaped to the ropes, tugged and dropped them, sometimes looking at the sheet Captain Charles had given him, but mostly doing it from memory. Cox’s Staff Captain jerked a thumb at the midshipman. ‘Busy little blighter, eh? Used to be two of them, but the other got the pox. Died on us.’


      Sharpe looked over the midshipman’s shoulder at the sheet of paper and read 48726, 91858, 38197.


      ‘Code,’ Captain Charles boomed at him. ‘Jolly clever, yes?’


      ‘What does it say?’


      The Staff Captain, gold lace at his cuffs, touched his nose. ‘Can’t say, dear chap. Top secret. Probably says the Brigadier has run out of rum; please send supply urgent. Something like that.’


      ‘Isn’t that the gold message?’


      ‘Gold? Don’t know about that. Only three messages this morning. That one tells the General that the 68th Regiment of the Line are outside since yesterday. This one’s the daily report on available shot, and the last one’s about the French battery.’


      ‘Christ Almighty!’ Sharpe started towards the stairs, but Lossow touched his arm.


      ‘I’ll go.’ The German was serious. ‘You stay.’


      Harper stood beside Lossow. ‘You should stay here, sir. You don’t know what the Spanish are up to.’


      Lossow smiled. ‘You see? Outvoted.’


      He ran down the stairs and Sharpe turned back to Captain Charles.


      ‘What the hell’s happening at headquarters?’


      Charles sniffed, handed the second piece of paper to the midshipman. ‘Affairs of state. I don’t know. Your Major, the Spanish Colonel, and it’s all arm-waving and table-thumping. Not my style, dear boy. Oh, I say! That is clever!’ He was staring to the south.


      Sharpe turned, picked up the telescope, and trained it on the French battery. Nothing was happening; the fascines still lay splayed apart and split open, and there were not even men attempting to repair the damage.


      ‘What is it?’ he asked.


      ‘Over there.’ Charles was pointing farther to the right. ‘A second battery, hidden. We bang away at a heap of earth and the clever devils sneak the real battery into place. Jolly clever.’


      It was clever. Sharpe saw French soldiers dragging away branches that had cloaked the excavation of a battery that, judging from the activity around it, was ready to open fire. He could see how well protected it was, by yards of earth, mounted fascines, and trenches for the gunners to use when under fire. The siege gun, hidden by shadows, could harass the defenders’ guns as the French built their works forward until the breaching batteries were in place and the two forces, attackers and defenders, got down to work in earnest. The battery was built on the edge of dead ground and Sharpe knew that there would be infantry there, well protected from the Portuguese batteries, ready to repel an attack on the harassing battery.


      Charles rubbed his hands. ‘Things will hot up soon. They’ve been slow.’


      Harper looked at the elegant Captain. ‘How long can you hold out, sir?’


      Captain Charles beamed at him. ‘Forever, Sergeant! Or at least as long as the ammunition lasts! Once that’s gone we’ll just have to throw rocks.’ That was evidently a joke, for he laughed. ‘But there are tons of powder in the cathedral. And the Portuguese are good! By Jove, they’re good!’


      Sharpe stared at the new battery, and as he looked he saw a cloud of smoke grow at an incredible speed just in front of the earthwork. The smoke was lanced with red flame and, hardly visible, more of an impression than something he really saw, there was a pencil trace in the sky. He knew what it was, the sight of the shot arcing directly towards them.


      ‘Down!’


      ‘What is it?’ Charles looked at him, but as he did the castle literally shook, the stones of the huge keep seemed to waver and crack, and mixed with the reverberating crash of falling masonry came the thunder of the siege gun.


      ‘Good Lord!’ Charles was still standing. ‘Good Lord above! A ranging shot!’


      Sharpe leaned over the ramparts. Some stones had fallen into the moat, dust hung in the air, and frightened birds, nesting in the crevices, flew out into the startled air.


      ‘Bloody good shooting,’ Harper growled.


      The sound of the replying batteries was thinner than that of the giant gun, but more frequent. It took a long time to reload a siege gun. Sharpe, through the telescope, watched as the smoke of the discharge cleared and the Portuguese balls crashed into the redoubt, but to no apparent damage. The hard-packed earth soaked up the cannonade, and the aperture, just wide enough for its purpose, was plugged with fascines as the artillerymen sponged out and rammed home the huge missile. He kept watching, saw the fascines pulled back.


      ‘Here it comes.’


      This time he kept his eyes in the air above the gun and saw the pencil-line clearly as the huge iron ball rose and fell in its flat trajectory.


      ‘For what we are about to receive,’ Charles said, and the tower shook again, less violently, and the crash and the rumble mixed with the dust and the squawking birds. Charles brushed at his immaculate uniform. ‘Distinctly unfriendly.’


      ‘Has it occurred to you that they’re after the telegraph?’ Sharpe said.


      ‘Good Lord. You could be right.’ He turned to the midshipman. ‘Hurry along, sailor!’


      A shout from the stairway and Lossow appeared, covered in dust, grinning and holding a piece of paper. ‘The message.’


      Sharpe grabbed the boy. ‘Stop everything. Send that!’


      ‘But, sir!’ The midshipman saw Sharpe’s face, decided not to argue.


      ‘Hurry!’


      Captain Charles looked annoyed but reluctant to interfere, and watched as the boy clattered the ropes up and down.


      ‘I’m just cancelling the last message, sir. Then I’ll send yours.’


      Another shot boomed overhead, sounding like a giant barrel being rolled fast across floorboards. It left a wind behind it, hot and violent, and Harper glanced at Sharpe and raised his eyebrows. Lossow looked at the battery, at the rolling cloud of dirty smoke, and pursed his lips.


      ‘They’ve got the range.’


      ‘The boy’s doing his best,’ Sharpe said irritably. ‘What was the delay?’


      ‘Damned politics.’ Lossow spread his hands. ‘The Spanish insisted on the message saying that the gold was Spanish. They insisted on protesting that they did not want British help. Cox is angry, Kearsey’s saying his prayers, and your Spanish friends are sharpening their swords. Ah! At last.’


      The black, tarred sheep bladders leaped up on the ropes, quivered for a second, and fell. The boy danced between the halliards, hauling away number by number, the obscene black bags vibrating in the breeze as they jerked up and down.


      ‘Sir?’ Harper was watching the battery. ‘Sir!’


      ‘Down!’


      The ball, twenty-four pounds of iron, struck only a glancing blow on one of the crosstrees. The telegraph was well made, jointed and bolted, and as the French ball spun off into the unknown it ripped itself completely from its base like a tree torn bodily by a hurricane. The boy, holding on to a rope, was spun into the air, screaming until another halliard whiplashed round his neck and tore his head horribly from his shoulders. His blood sprayed the four men falling backwards, and then the mast, still unbroken, pounded back on to the ramparts, killing Charles instantly, broke itself in a great fracture, bounced like a falling cane, and stopped still.


      ‘Sweet Jesus.’ Harper stood up. ‘Are you all right, sir?’


      ‘Yes.’ Sharpe’s shoulder hurt like the devil. ‘Where’s the boy?’


      The Sergeant pointed to the head. ‘Rest of him’s over the wall, sir. Poor wee thing.’


      Lossow swore in German, stood up, flinched as he put his weight on his left leg. Sharpe looked at him. ‘Are you hurt?’


      ‘Just a bruise.’ Lossow saw the midshipman’s head. ‘Good God.’ He knelt by Charles, felt for a pulse, and opened one of the Captain’s eyelids. ‘Dead, poor fellow.’


      Harper looked over the ramparts, at the drifting smoke. ‘Just four shots. That’s good shooting.’ There was a reluctant respect in his voice.


      Lossow stood up, wiped blood from his hands. ‘We must get out of here!’


      Sharpe turned to him. ‘We must persuade Cox to let us out.’


      ‘Ja. Not easy, my friend.’


      Harper kicked the fallen beam. ‘Perhaps they can rig another telegraph, sir?’


      Sharpe shrugged. ‘And who works it? Maybe, I don’t know.’ He glanced at the battery, its embrasure plugged, and he knew that the French gunners would be celebrating. They deserved it. He doubted if the gun would fire again, not today; the iron barrels had a limited life and the gun had achieved its purpose. ‘Come on. Let’s see Cox.’


      ‘You don’t sound hopeful, my friend?’


      Sharpe turned round, blood flecking his uniform, and his face grim. ‘We’ll get out. With or without him, we’ll get out.’
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      Light, like carved silver, slashed the cathedral’s gloom, slanted across the crouching grey pillars, splintered off brass and paint, drowned the votive candles that burned before the statues, inched its way over the broad, worn flagstones as the sun moved higher, and Sharpe waited. A priest, lost in the depths of the choir, mumbled beyond the window light, and Sharpe saw Harper cross himself.


      ‘What day is it?’


      ‘Sunday, sir.’


      ‘Is that Mass?’


      ‘Yes, sir.’


      ‘You want to go?’


      ‘It’ll wait.’


      Lossow’s heels clicked in the side aisle; he came from behind a pillar, blinked in the sunlight. ‘Where is he?’ He disappeared again.


      Christ, thought Sharpe, Christ and a thousand deaths. Damn the bloody French, damn the bloody gunner, and he might as well have stayed in the warm bed with his arms round the girl. Footsteps sounded in the doorway and he swivelled anxiously, but it was only a squad of bare-headed Portuguese soldiers, muskets slung, who dipped their fingers in the holy water and clattered up the aisle to the priest and his service.


      Cox had not been at his headquarters; he was on the ramparts, they were told. So the three had hurried there and Cox had gone. Now he was said to be visiting the magazine, so they waited, and the light shaped the dust into silver bars and the muffled responses got lost somewhere in the high stone ceiling, and still Cox had not arrived. Sharpe slammed his scabbard on the floor, hurting his shoulder, so he cursed again.


      ‘Amen to that, sir.’ Harper had infinitely more patience.


      Sharpe felt ashamed. This was Harper’s religion. ‘I’m sorry.’


      The Irishman grinned. ‘Wouldn’t worry, sir. It doesn’t offend me and if it offends Him then He’s plenty of opportunity to punish you.’


      I’m in love with her, Sharpe thought, God damn and blast it. And if they were delayed another night, that would mean another night, and if it were a week, another week, but they had to move, and soon, for within two days the French would tie Almeida in a ring of earthworks and infantry. But leaving Almeida meant leaving her, and he hacked down again with the scabbard so that Lossow reappeared.


      ‘What is it?’


      ‘Nothing.’


      Just one more night, he thought, and he lifted his eyes up to the huge rood that hung in the grey shadows. Is that so much to ask? Just one more night, and we can leave at dawn tomorrow. Dawn is the time to say goodbye, not dusk, and just one more night? There was the creak of the cathedral door, the rattle of heels, and Cox came in with a crowd of officers.


      Sharpe stood up. ‘Sir!’


      Cox appeared not to hear him and headed straight over the floor towards the crypt steps, the chatter of his officers smothering the muted drone of the Mass at the far end of the cathedral.


      ‘Lossow!’ Sharpe called. ‘Come on!’


      Portuguese soldiers stopped them at the top of the steps and stood silently as they pulled felt slippers over their boots. Sharpe fumbled with the drawstrings, his left arm stiff, but then the slippers were on and the three men, their heels protected against sparking on stone, went down into the crypt. The light was dim and only a handful of lanterns, their horn panes dulling the candle flames, flickered on block-like tombs. There was no sign of Cox or his officers, but at the far end a leather curtain swayed in a doorway.


      ‘Come on.’ Sharpe led them to the curtain, forced its stiff weight aside, and gasped.


      ‘Good God.’ Lossow paused at the head of a short flight of steps that dropped into a dark cavern. ‘Good God.’


      The lower crypt was jammed with barrels, piled to the low, arched ceiling, row after row of them, reaching back into a gloom that was relieved only by an occasional horn lantern, double-shielded, and to right and left were further aisles, and when Sharpe turned, at the foot of the stairs, he saw that the steps came down in the middle of the room and the gigantic quantity of powder in front was mirrored behind. He whistled softly.


      ‘This way.’


      Cox had disappeared down the aisle and they hurried after, looking at the rotund barrels above them, awed by the sheer destructive power of the gunpowder that had been stacked in the deep vault. Captain Charles, before he died, had said that Almeida could last as long as its powder, and that could be months, Sharpe thought, and then he tried to imagine a French shell smashing through the stonework and sparking the barrels. It could not happen. The floors were too thick, but all the same he looked up and was glad to see the broad buttresses, hugely strong, that arched beneath a floor that could have resisted a thousand French shells, and then still be strong.


      Cox was at the very end of the vault, listening to a Portuguese officer, and the conversation was urgent. It was part in Portuguese, part in English, and Sharpe could hear enough to understand the problem. Water was seeping into the crypt, not much, but enough to have soaked two bales of musket ammunition that were stored there. Cox swung round.


      ‘Who put it here?’ There was silence. ‘We must move it!’ He dropped into Portuguese, then saw Sharpe. ‘Captain!’


      ‘Sir?’


      ‘In my headquarters! Wait for me there!’


      ‘Sir…’


      Cox whirled angrily. ‘I have enough problems, Sharpe! Damned ammunition stored in the wrong place! It shouldn’t be here anyway! Put it upstairs!’ He went back into Portuguese, waved his arms, pointed upstairs.


      Harper touched Sharpe’s elbow. ‘Come on, sir.’


      Sharpe turned, but Cox called him again. ‘Captain!’


      ‘Sir?’


      ‘Where is the gold?’ The faces of the Portuguese officers seemed to be accusing Sharpe.


      ‘In our quarters, sir.’


      ‘Wrong place, Sharpe, wrong place. I’ll send men and it will be put in my headquarters.’


      ‘Sir!’ But Lossow grabbed him, took him away, and Cox turned back to the damp walls and the problem of moving thousands of rounds of musket cartridges up to the cathedral floor.


      Sharpe resisted the German’s pull. ‘I will not give up the gold.’


      ‘I know, I know. Listen, my friend. You go to the headquarters and I will go back. I promise you, no one will touch the gold. No one.’


      Lossow’s face was deep in shadow, but by the tone of his voice Sharpe knew the gold was safe. He turned to Harper. ‘Go with him. On my orders no one, but no one, is to go near that gold. You understand?’


      ‘Yes, sir. You’ll be careful in the street?’


      ‘They’re full of soldiers. I’ll be fine. Now go.’


      The two went ahead. Sharpe called after them. ‘Patrick?’


      ‘Sir?’


      ‘Look after the girl.’


      The big Irishman nodded. ‘You know I will, sir.’


      The cathedral bells reverberated with noon, the sun was almost directly overhead, and Sharpe walked slowly across the main Plaza behind two men pushing a barrel of gunpowder. The big French gun, as he had thought, had done its job and was silent, but out there, beyond the spreading ramparts and beyond the killing-ground, the French would be digging their trenches, making new batteries, and the oxen would be hauling the giant guns towards the siege. Almeida was about to become the war, the point of effort, and when it fell, there was nothing between Masséna and the sea, except the gold, and suddenly Sharpe stopped, utterly still, and stared at the Portuguese soldiers who came and went by the cathedral. The gold, Hogan had said, was more important than men or horses. The General, Sharpe remembered, had spoken of delaying the enemy, bringing him to battle, but none of that effort would save Portugal. Only the gold. He looked at the castle, with its granite masonry and the stump of the telegraph jutting a brief shadow over the battlement, and then at the cathedral with its carved saints, and despite the sun, the blistering heat, he felt cold. Was it more important than this? Than a town and its defenders? Out there, beyond the houses, were all the paraphernalia of a scientific defence. The great grey defences of this town, the star-shape of glacis and covered way, of town ditch and counter-guard, of bastion and battery, and he shivered. He was not afraid of decisions; they were his job and he despised men who feared to make them. But in the sudden moment, in the middle of the great Plaza, he felt the fear.


      He waited through the long afternoon, listening to the bells of Sunday, the last peaceful day Almeida would know in a long time, and still Cox did not come. Once, he heard a Portuguese battery open fire, but there was no reply, and the town slumbered again, waiting for its moment. The door opened and Sharpe, half asleep in the big chair, started to his feet. Teresa’s father stood there with half a smile. He closed the door silently.


      ‘She was never harmed?’


      ‘No.’


      The man laughed. ‘You are clever.’


      ‘She was clever.’


      Cesar Moreno nodded. ‘She is. Like her mother.’ He sounded sad, and Sharpe felt sorrow for him. The man looked up. ‘Why did she side with you?’


      Sharpe shook his head. ‘She didn’t. She’s against the French.’


      ‘Ah, the passion of youth.’ He came nearer, walking slowly. ‘I hear your men won’t release the gold?’ Sharpe shrugged and the Spaniard followed the gesture with a smile. ‘Do you despise me?’


      ‘No.’


      ‘I’m an old man, given sudden power. I’m not like Sánchez.’ He stopped, thinking about the great Partisan of Castile. ‘He’s young; he loves it all. I just want peace.’ He smiled as if embarrassed by the words.


      ‘Can you buy it?’


      ‘What a foolish question. Of course! We haven’t given up, you know.’


      ‘We?’


      ‘El Católico and I.’ He shrugged, traced a finger through the dust on the table.


      It occurred to Sharpe that El Católico may not have given up, but Cesar Moreno, the widower and father, was making sure he had supporters on both sides.


      The old man looked at him. ‘Did you sleep with her?’


      ‘Yes.’


      He smiled again, a little ruefully, and wiped the dust off his hand. ‘Many men would envy you.’ Sharpe made no reply and Moreno looked at him fiercely. ‘She’ll not come to any harm, will she.’ It was not a question; he knew.


      ‘Not from me.’


      ‘Ah. Walk carefully, Captain Sharpe. He’s better with the sword than you.’


      ‘I will walk carefully.’


      The Spaniard turned, looked at the varnished pictures on the wall that told of happier times, plumper days, and said quietly, ‘He won’t let you take the gold. You know that?’


      ‘He?’


      ‘Brigadier Cox.’


      ‘I didn’t know.’


      Moreno turned back. ‘It is a pleasure to watch you, Captain. We all knew Kearsey was a fool, a pleasant fool, but not what do you say—movement? In the head?’


      ‘I know what you mean.’


      ‘Then you came and we thought the English had sent a strong fool after an intelligent fool. You fooled us!’ He laughed. It was difficult to make jokes in a strange language. ‘No, he won’t let you. Cox is an honourable man, like Kearsey, and they know the gold is ours. How will you beat that, friend?’


      ‘Watch me.’ Sharpe smiled.


      ‘I will. And my daughter?’


      ‘She’ll come back to you. Very soon.’


      ‘And that makes you sad?’


      Sharpe nodded and Moreno gave Sharpe a shrewd look that reminded the Rifleman that once this man had been powerful. Could be again.


      Moreno’s voice was gentle. ‘Perhaps one day?’


      ‘But you hope not.’


      Teresa’s father nodded and smiled. ‘I hope not, but she is headstrong. I watched her, from the day I betrothed her to El Católico, and knew one day she would spit in my face, and his. She waited her moment, like you.’


      ‘And now he waits his?’


      ‘Yes. Go carefully.’ He went to the door, waved a hand. ‘We will meet again.’


      Sharpe sat down, poured a glass of wine, and shook his head. He was tired, to the bone, and his shoulder ached and he wondered if his left arm would ever move free again, and the shadows lengthened on the carpet till he slept, not hearing the evening gun, or the door opening.


      ‘Sharpe!’


      God Almighty! He jerked upright. ‘Sir?’


      Cox strode over the floor, trailing staff officers and paper. ‘What the devil’s happening, Sharpe?’


      ‘Happening, sir?’


      ‘Your men won’t release the gold!’


      Kearsey came through the door and with him, magnificently uniformed, a Spanish Colonel. It took Sharpe a few seconds, seconds of focusing on the gold lace, the looping silver, to realize it was El Católico. The face had not changed. The powerful eyes, the slight glint of humour, the face of an enemy.


      He turned back to Cox. ‘I’m sorry, sir?’


      ‘Are you deaf, Sharpe? The gold! Where is it?’


      ‘Don’t know, sir. Waited here, sir. As ordered, sir.’


      Cox grunted, picked up a piece of paper, looked at it, and let it drop. ‘I’ve made a decision.’


      ‘Yes, sir. A decision, sir.’ Sharpe had adopted his erstwhile sergeant’s manner, always useful when faced by senior officers, and especially useful when he wanted to think of other things than the immediate conversation. Cox glanced up suspiciously.


      ‘I’m sorry, Sharpe. I only have your word for it, and Lossow’s. The gold is Spanish, obviously Spanish, and Colonel Jovellanos is an accredited representative of the government of Spain.’ He gestured at El Católico, who smiled and bowed. Sharpe looked at the Partisan leader in his immaculate finery.


      ‘Yes, sir. Accredited representative, sir!’


      The bastard must be handy with a pen, he thought, and it suddenly occurred to him that one of the fat coins would make a superb seal, pressed into the red wax with the ornate coat of arms downwards. He wondered how El Católico had obliterated the writing round the edge of the coin, but then thought how he would do it himself with a file, or by hammering the soft gold flat.


      Cox sighed. ‘You will deliver the gold to Colonel Jovellanos and his men, and you will do it quickly. Is that understood?’


      ‘Yes, sir. Understood!’ He was standing ramrod straight, staring at a point just above Cox’s head.


      The Brigadier sighed. ‘I don’t think it is, Captain.’ Cox sat down wearily, pulled a sheet of paper towards him, uncapped his ink, and took a fresh goose-quill. ‘At ten o’clock tomorrow morning, Captain, twenty-seventh August 1810.’ He was writing quickly, paraphrasing the formal order as the quill scratched on the paper. ‘A detachment of my troops will take charge of the bullion…’ He paused; the room listened to the scrape of the pen. ‘…Led by…’ Cox looked round the room, found one of his officers. ‘…Colonel Barrios.’ Barrios nodded, a formal gesture. ‘You, Colonel, will deliver the gold to Colonel Jovellanos, who will be ready to leave at the north gate.’ El Católico nodded, clicked his heels for attention. Cox looked up. ‘Colonel?’


      El Católico smiled. His voice was at its silkiest. ‘I was hoping to persuade you, sir, to allow myself and some of my men to stay and help in your gallant defence.’


      Sharpe could not believe it. The bastard. He had as much intention of staying as Sharpe had of handing over the gold.


      Cox smiled, blinked with pleasure. ‘That’s uncommonly decent of you, Colonel.’ He gestured at the paper. ‘Does it change anything?’


      ‘Only that the gold, sir, could be handed to Señor Moreno, or one of my Lieutenants.’


      ‘Of course, of course.’ Cox dipped the quill, scratched out some words. ‘To the Spanish contingent of Colonel Jovellanos.’ He raised an eyebrow to El Católico. ‘I think that covers it.’


      El Católico bowed. ‘Thank you, sir.’ He shot a look of triumph at Sharpe. ‘And, sir?’ El Católico bowed again. ‘Could the transfer be tonight?’


      Sharpe held his breath, let it out slowly as Cox spoke. The Brigadier was frowning, looking at the paper.


      ‘Ten o’clock will do, Colonel.’ Sharpe suspected he did not want to cross out the top lines of the closely written order. Cox smiled at El Católico, gestured at Sharpe. ‘After all, Captain Sharpe can hardly leave!’


      El Católico smiled politely. ‘As you say, sir.’


      So what was the bastard playing at? Why the suggestion that he might stay on? Sharpe stared at the tall Spaniard, trying to fathom the motive. Could it be just to curry favour with Cox? Sharpe doubted it; the Spaniard was getting most of what he wanted without trying. Except that El Católico did want one thing more. Sharpe thought of the dark hair on the pillow, the slim body on the stiff, white linen sheets. The Spaniard wanted the girl, and his revenge, and if it could not be tonight, then El Católico would stay on till it was accomplished.


      Sharpe was suddenly aware that Cox had spoken his name. ‘Sir?’


      The Brigadier had pulled another sheet of paper forward. ‘At ten o’clock tomorrow morning, Captain, your Company will join my defences on the south wall.’ The pen splattered ink on the paper.


      ‘Pardon, sir?’


      Cox looked up from the paper, irritated. ‘You heard me, Sharpe! You join the garrison. Captain Lossow leaves. I don’t need cavalry, but you stay. No infantry can hope to escape now. Understand?’


      God in heaven! ‘Yes, sir.’


      The cathedral clock began chiming. Kearsey put a hand on Sharpe’s elbow. ‘I’m sorry, Sharpe.’


      Sharpe nodded, listening to the bell. He was oblivious of Kearsey’s concern, of El Católico’s triumph, of Cox’s preoccupation. Ten o’clock, and all not well. The decision had been forced on him, but it was still his decision. The last echo of the last note died flatly away, and Sharpe wondered if any bell would ever ring, ever again, in the grey-starred, ill-starred fortress town.

    

  


  
    
      CHAPTER 21


    


    
      ‘We’re stuck. That’s the problem. We’re stuck.’


      ‘Pardon, sir?’ Sergeant Harper was waiting for Sharpe outside Cox’s headquarters.


      ‘Nothing.’ Sharpe stood there, conscious of Patrick Harper’s worried look. The Sergeant probably thought that his wound was going bad, poisoning the blood and sending insane vapours into his head. ‘Are you alone?’


      ‘No, sir. Private Roach, Daniel Hagman, and three Germans.’


      Sharpe saw the others waiting in the shadows. The small, squat German Sergeant was there and Harper jerked a thumb at him.


      ‘That’s Helmet, sir.’


      ‘You mean Helmut?’


      ‘That’s what I said, sir. He’s a one-man army. Are you all right, sir?’


      ‘Yes.’


      Sharpe still stood on the steps, his escort waiting below, and fingered a piece of his sword’s silver-wire hilt-wrapping that had worked itself loose. He made a mental note to have it soldered flat when they were back with the Battalion, and then marvelled that the mind could dwell on such a triviality at a moment like this.


      Harper coughed. ‘Are you ready, sir?’


      ‘What? Yes.’ He still did not move. He stared at the cathedral.


      Patrick Harper tried again. ‘Home, sir?’


      ‘No. Over there.’ He pointed at the cathedral.


      ‘Yes, sir. Anything you say, sir.’


      They walked across the Plaza, lit by the moon, and Sharpe pulled his thoughts back to the present.


      ‘Is the girl all right?’


      Harper nodded. ‘Lovely, sir. She’s fought all day.’


      ‘Fought?’


      The Irishman grinned. ‘Helmet taught her how to use a sabre.’


      Sharpe laughed. It sounded like Teresa. He looked at the small German Sergeant and smiled at the man’s curious walk: the legs bent apart like a lyre-frame, the stocky, immensely strong body scarcely moving as the legs pushed it forward.


      Harper saw Sharpe’s change of mood. ‘We reckon you could just point Helmet at anything, sir, and he’d chew his way through. Houses, walls, regiments. They’d all have a wee hole, just his shape, straight through them.’ Harper laughed. ‘Bloody good with a sabre.’


      Sharpe thought of the girl, knew that El Católico had another score to settle, more personal than the gold, and was glad of his escort, of Harper with his seven-barrelled gun. ‘What happened at the house today?’


      Harper laughed. ‘Not a lot, sir. They turned up for the gold, so they did, and first we couldn’t speak the Portuguese and then Mr Lossow couldn’t understand their English, and then Helmet growled a bit, chewed up some furniture, and the lads put on their spikes, and the Portuguese went home.’


      ‘Where’s the girl now?’


      ‘Still there, sir.’ Harper grinned at him, reassuringly. ‘Down in the kitchen with the lads, having her weapons training. She’d make a good recruit.’


      ‘And Mr Knowles?’


      ‘Enjoying himself, sir. All round defence, sir, and keep your eyes open, and Mr Knowles doing the rounds every ten minutes. They won’t get in. What’s happening to us, sir?’


      Sharpe shrugged, looked up at the dark windows of the houses. ‘We’re supposed to hand the gold over tomorrow. To El Católico.’


      ‘And are we, sir?’


      ‘What do you think?’


      Harper grinned, said nothing, and then one of the Germans crouched, sabre held up, and the group stopped. One of the few Portuguese civilians left in the town, hurrying from an alleyway, shrank into the wall and babbled incoherently at the odd group of soldiers who bristled with swords and guns and were looking at him as if sizing him for slaughter.


      ‘All right,’ Sharpe said. ‘On we go.’


      By the cathedral doors Sharpe could see the dark shapes of sentries guarding the ammunition. He crossed to them, his escort’s heels echoing over the vast stone square, and the Portuguese guards snapped to attention, saluted, as Sharpe turned to the three Germans.


      ‘Stay here.’ Helmut nodded. ‘Hagman, Roach. Stay with them. Come on, Sergeant.’


      He stared over the Plaza before opening the small door that pierced the huge wooden gate into the cathedral. Was there a dark shape on the far side? Hovering by a corner of an alleyway? He suspected the Partisans were scouting the town, looking for him, but nothing would happen till they reached the dark warren of streets down the hill. He went inside.


      The candles had come into their own, throwing small, wavering pools of yellow light on patches of the great stone vault. The tiny red glow of the eternal presence flickered at the far end, and Sharpe waited while Harper dipped a casual finger and crossed himself.


      The Irishman stepped alongside Sharpe. ‘What are we doing, sir?’


      ‘I don’t know.’ Sharpe chewed his bottom lip, stared at the small lights, then walked towards the cluster of lanterns that marked the steps to the vault. More sentries stiffened as they approached and Sharpe waved them down. ‘Slippers, Sergeant.’


      There was a small pile of ammunition by the head of the steps, put there for the soldiers who came to fetch it for the ramparts to save them the bother of pulling on the felt slippers. Sharpe guessed that about twenty men would work the magazine, bringing up the barrels, living their days in the damp, cold air of the cathedral’s underworld. Harper saw Sharpe staring at an opened bale of cartridges.


      ‘There’s more by that door, sir.’


      ‘More?’


      Harper nodded, pointed at a door that flanked the great processional gates. ‘There, sir. Bloody great pile of cartridges. Did you want some?’


      Sharpe shook his head, peered into the gloom, and saw that against the door there were a dozen bales of the paper cartridges. He guessed they were placed so that infantry battalions could replenish swiftly without getting in the way of the men who brought up the huge powderkegs. He turned back to the crypt. Planks had been laid down the stairs, two feet apart, so that the barrels could be rolled up easily.


      ‘Come on.’


      They went down the stairs, into the intermittent light of the horn lanterns, and Sharpe saw that the rest of the garrison’s supply of small arms ammunition was now stacked either side of the vault, forming a corridor to the leather-curtained steps of the deep crypt. He padded down the corridor and knelt by the curtain. Two thicknesses of stiff leather, weighted at the bottom, a precaution in case there was a small explosion in the first vault. The stiff leather could soak up a minor blast, protect the massive dump of gunpowder beneath, and Harper watched, astonished, as Sharpe drew his sword and cut off the weights, clenching his teeth as he sawed through the leather.


      ‘What the hell, sir?’


      Sharpe looked up at him. ‘Don’t ask. Where are the sentries?’


      ‘Upstairs.’ The Sergeant knelt beside him. ‘Sir?’


      Sharpe stopped the desperate cutting, looked at the broad, friendly face. ‘Don’t you trust me?’


      Harper was offended, even hurt, and he bent past Sharpe, took hold of the torn part of the curtain in one hand, the upper leather in the other, and pulled. As a demonstration of strength it was remarkable, the veins standing out in his neck, his whole body rigid with effort as the double-thick leather peeled apart, silently and slowly, and Sharpe helped it with the sword blade until, after thirty seconds, Harper leaned back with a grunt and in his hand was the separated bottom two inches of the curtain with its heavy lead weights sewn into the hem.


      ‘Of course I bloody trust you. Just tell me.’ The Irishman’s anger was real.


      Sharpe shook his head. ‘I will. Later. Come on.’


      Upstairs, taking off the slippers, Sharpe nodded at the candles.


      ‘Funny keeping them alight.’


      Harper shook his head. ‘They’re a hell of a way from the vault, sir.’ His voice showed that he was slightly mollified, still insulted, but ready to be friendly. ‘Anyway. It’s what they call insurance, isn’t it?’


      ‘Insurance?’


      ‘Sure.’ The huge head nodded. ‘A few prayers never did any army any harm.’ He stood up. ‘Where now, sir?’


      To a bakery. The soldiers, British and German, were mystified as Sharpe traced a gutter away from the cathedral to a building not far from the north gate. He tried the door, but it was well locked, and Harper gestured him to one side.


      ‘Helmet? Door.’


      The German Sergeant nodded, moved ponderously at the barrier, grunted as he hit it, and then turned with what passed as a smile as the wood splintered away in front of him.


      ‘Told you, sir,’ Harper said. ‘Any provosts about?’


      ‘If there are any, kill them,’ Sharpe said.


      ‘Sir! You hear that, Helmet? Kill the provosts!’


      It was pitch black inside but Sharpe felt his way over the floor, past a table that must once have been the counter for the shop, and found huge brick ovens, cold now, hunched at the back of the bakery. He went back to the street, empty of Portuguese provosts or patrols.


      They climbed the shallow ramp to the first wall and stopped by the battlements. Sentries lined the rampart, bunched near the gleaming batteries that had been dug into the wall’s heart and, in front of them, crouched like grey fingers, were the outer defences, gently sloping, deceptive, filled with Portuguese troops whose fires cast strange glows on the deep ditches that were unseen by the enemy. Further out, beyond the dark strip of earth that was cleared of cover so that the defenders could tear the heart out of an assault, Sharpe could see French fires, some half hidden, and from the far darkness came the occasional ring of a pickaxe, the thump of earth being pried loose.


      He jumped, startled by a sudden report, and realized that the Portuguese were sending the occasional missile in the hope of disturbing the French engineers. Night was when the batteries were dug, trenches extended, but the time was not yet right for the Portuguese troops to sally out of the defences and raid the French works in the night-time assault of bayonets in enemy trenches. The French were not close enough yet. A siege worked to a timetable, understood by both sides, and this was just the beginning when the besiegers’ ring was not yet complete and the fortress town was at the height of its strength and pride.


      He led the way on the rampart’s top to the north gate, and Harper watched his Captain stare moodily down at the sentries, the vast gate, the companies of infantry who lived between the granite traps to guard the entrance of the town.


      Harper guessed what was in Sharpe’s mind. ‘No way out, sir.’


      ‘No.’ The last small chance gone. ‘No. Back to the house.’


      They went down steps and found a street that went towards the lower town and Sharpe stayed away from the dark houses with their blind windows and shut-up doors. Their boots rang cold on the cobbles, as they peered into alleyways, up the cross streets, and once or twice Harper thought he saw a shadow that was too irregular to be part of a building, but he could not be sure. Almeida was quiet, eerie. Sharpe drew his sword.


      ‘Sir?’ Harper’s voice was worried. ‘You wouldn’t be planning, would you, to…’


      They had forgotten the rooftops, but Helmut, alerted by a sound, had turned, looked up, and the man who dropped on him screamed terribly as the sabre pierced him. Sharpe went right, Harper left, and the street was suddenly full of men with swords, dark clothes, and the dying man’s pathetic whimpers. Hagman was using his bayonet, backed against a wall and letting El Católico’s men come to him, and Sharpe, by the same wall, twisted desperately to one side as a rapier blade came at him and missed his waist by inches. He parried a second man with the sword, remembered El Católico calling it a butcher’s weapon, and, forsaking technique for anger he hacked with it once and felt the edge hit something, bite, and slide free. He turned back to the first attacker, but Roach was there, massive and ponderous, pounding the life from the man with his rifle-butt, and Sharpe twisted back, flickered his sword out in a blind lunge and felt it parried, pushed aside, and he leaped back, knowing the attack was coming, tripped on the dead man and fell backwards.


      The fall saved his life. The seven-barrelled gun, held against the far wall, fizzed as the spark lit the pan and then blasted a channel clear across the street. The sound, magnified by the close walls, range in Sharpe’s head, but he saw three men staggering, one down, and Roach pulled him to his feet and he went forward, into the confusion of the blast, and chopped down on one man, kicked a second, and suddenly the four British were together, across the street, and the Spanish were caught between them and the three men of the King’s German Legion.


      The Germans had done well. The sabre was their weapon and they fought the swordsmen with their own skills. Sharpe knew he had to learn the art of the sword but this was no time to try. He hacked forward, his left arm hurting but the right chopping diagonally down, left and right, pushing opponents to either side, where Roach and Hagman bayoneted them, and the Partisans, their surprise gone, began to run, to slip past the Germans and escape into the night.


      Helmut growled. With these odds there was no point in trying to kill, and he had small chance of beating the long rapiers with their delicate finesse. He used his curved sabre in short, economic strokes, going for the eyes, always the eyes, because a man will run before he loses his sight, and Helmut sent his attackers reeling, one after the other, hands clasped to their faces and blood showing between the fingers. The Spanish had had enough; they ran, but the short Sergeant dropped his sabre, grabbed one by the arm, hugged him like a bear, and then, quickly releasing him, swung him against a wall with all his force. It sounded like a sack of turnips falling from the top of a barn on to a stone floor.


      Harper grinned at him, wiped blood from his sword-bayonet. ‘Very nice, Helmet.’


      There was a shout from down the street, the flare of torches, and the six men whirled round, weapons raised, but Sharpe ordered them to wait. A Portuguese patrol, muskets ready, pounded towards them, and Sharpe saw the officer leading with a drawn sword. The officer stopped, suspicion on his face, and then grinned, spread his arms, and laughed.


      ‘Richard Sharpe! Of all the devils! What are you doing?’


      Sharpe laughed, wiped the blood off his blade, and pushed it into the scabbard. He turned to Harper. ‘Sergeant, meet Tom Garrard. Once a Sergeant in the Thirty-third, now a Lieutenant in the Portuguese army.’ He took Garrard’s hand, shook it. ‘You bastard. How are you?’


      Garrard beamed at him, turned to Harper. ‘We were Sergeants together. Christ, Dick, it must be bloody years. I remember you blowing the face off that bloody little heathen! It’s good to see you. A bloody Captain! What’s the world coming to?’ He gave Sharpe a salute and laughed.


      ‘It’s years since anyone called me Dick. You well?’


      ‘Chipper. Couldn’t be better.’ He jerked a thumb at his men. ‘Good lads, these. Fight like us. Well, well, well. You remember that girl in Sering? Nancy?’


      Sharpe’s men looked at Garrard curiously. It was a year since the Portuguese government had asked the British to reorganize their army and one of the changes, started by the Englishman, Marshal Beresford, who now commanded the Portuguese troops, was to offer commissions to experienced British Sergeants so that the raw, untrained Portuguese troops were given officers who knew how to fight. It was good, Garrard said, and working well, and he looked at Harper.


      ‘You should join up, Sergeant.’


      Harper grinned, shook his head. ‘I’ll stay with him.’


      ‘You could do worse.’ Garrard looked at Sharpe. ‘Trouble?’


      ‘It’s over.’


      Garrard sheathed his sword. ‘Anything I can do?’


      ‘Open a gate for us. Tonight.’


      Garrard looked at him shrewdly. ‘How many of you?’


      ‘Two hundred and fifty. Cavalry and us.’


      ‘Christ, mate. That’s impossible. I thought you meant just you seven only.’ He stopped, grinned. ‘You with this gold?’


      ‘That’s us. You know about it?’


      ‘God Almighty! Bloody orders from everyone to stop the gold leaving. We didn’t even know there was any gold here.’ He shook his head. ‘I’m sorry, Dick. Can’t help.’


      Sharpe grinned. ‘Doesn’t matter. We’ll manage.’


      ‘You will.’ He grinned again. ‘I heard about Talavera. That was bloody well done. It really was.’


      Sharpe pointed at Harper. ‘He was with me.’


      Garrard nodded to the Irishman. ‘Proud of you.’ He looked at his men. ‘We’ll do it next time, won’t we, lads?’ The Portuguese smiled back, nodded shyly to Sharpe.


      ‘We must go, Tom. Work to do.’ The farewells were said, promises to look each other up, that might or might not ever be kept, and Sharpe accepted Garrard’s offer for the Portuguese soldiers to clear the bodies off the street.


      ‘Go easy, Dick!’


      ‘And you.’ Sharpe looked at Harper. ‘Did you see El Católico?’


      The Sergeant shook his head. ‘There were enough of them, sir. But not him. Perhaps he doesn’t do his own dirty work?’


      Then where? Sharpe looked up at the roofs. The rooftops. He turned to the Sergeant.


      ‘Do we have sentries on the roof?’


      ‘The roof?’ Alarm showed on the big face. ‘Sweet Jesus!’


      ‘Come on!’ They began running. Not again, thought Sharpe. Please, God, not again. He remembered Josefina lying in the blood-stained sheets; he ran faster, the sword in his hand. ‘Open up!’


      The sentries turned, startled, and pushed open the courtyard gate. There was the smell of horses, torchlight, and he leapt up the steps, banged open the kitchen door, and there was the Company, eating, the firelight, candles, and Teresa, unharmed, at the end of the table. He breathed a sigh of relief, shook his head, and Lossow came over the floor.


      ‘Welcome back! What is it?’


      Sharpe pointed to the ceiling. ‘Upstairs!’ He was trying to catch his breath. ‘Upstairs. The bastard’s waiting upstairs.’

    

  


  
    
      CHAPTER 22


    


    
      Lossow shook his head. ‘He’s not here.’


      ‘He’s close.’


      The German shrugged. ‘We’ve searched.’ They had looked in every room, every cupboard, even up chimneys and on the thick-tiled roof, but there was no sign of El Católico or his men.


      Sharpe was not satisfied. ‘The other houses?’


      ‘Yes, my friend.’ Lossow was patient. The Germans had opened up houses either side, to sleep in glorious space and comfort, and all had been searched. The cavalryman took Sharpe’s elbow. ‘Come and eat.’


      The Company, those not on guard, were in the kitchen, where a pot bubbled on the flames. Parry Jenkins lifted it clear with a pot-hook. ‘Real stew, sir.’


      The gold was locked in a store-room with a barrel of wine, Sergeant McGovern in grim charge, and Sharpe glanced at the door as he spooned down the meat and vegetables. Behind the padlock and bolts was the dragon’s hoard and Sharpe remembered the stories well. If a man stole buried gold, the dragon would take its vengeance; and there would be only one way to avoid that revenge: by killing the dragon. The attack in the street, only half pressed home, was not the end of the matter. Sharpe guessed that El Católico had parties throughout the small town looking for the Riflemen, but the dragon would want to be there at the death, to see the agony.


      Lossow watched Sharpe eat.


      ‘You think he’ll come tonight?’


      Sharpe nodded. ‘He offered to stay on tomorrow, to help the defence, but that’s just insurance. He wants it over with; he wants to get out before the French seal this place tight.’


      ‘Then he wants to leave tomorrow.’


      Knowles shrugged. ‘Perhaps he won’t come, sir. He’s getting the gold, isn’t he?’


      Sharpe grinned. ‘He thinks so.’ He glanced at Teresa. ‘No, he’ll come.’ He grinned at the girl. ‘Major Kearsey thinks you should go back.’


      She raised her eyebrows, said nothing. Before Sharpe had left Cox’s headquarters Kearsey had taken him aside, pleaded that Teresa should be returned to her father. Sharpe had nodded. ‘Send her father at ten o’clock tomorrow, sir.’ Now he watched her. ‘What do you want to do?’


      She looked at him, almost with a challenge. ‘What will you do?’


      Sharpe’s men, and some of the Germans, were listening to the conversation. Sharpe jerked his head at the door. ‘Come into the small room. We’ll talk.’


      Harper took a jug of wine, Lossow and Knowles their curiosity. The girl followed them. She paused outside the small sitting-room door and put cool fingers on his hand. ‘Are you going to win, Richard?’


      He smiled. ‘Yes.’ If he did not, then she was dead. El Católico would want revenge on her.


      Inside the small room they pulled off dust-covers and sat in comfortable chairs. Sharpe was tired, bone-tired, and his shoulder was aching with a deep, throbbing pain. He trimmed a candle wick, waited for the flame to grow, and talked softly.


      ‘You all know what’s happening. We’re ordered to surrender the gold tomorrow. Captain Lossow is ordered to leave; we are ordered to stay.’


      He had already told them as they searched the houses, but he wanted to go over it, to look for the flaws, because he still hoped that the decision would prove unnecessary.


      Lossow stirred in his chair. ‘So it’s all over?’ He frowned, not believing his own question.


      ‘No. Whether Cox likes it or not, we go.’


      ‘And the gold?’ Teresa’s voice was steady.


      ‘Goes with us.’


      By some strange instinct they all relaxed, as if the statement were enough. ‘The question is,’ Sharpe went on, ‘how?’


      There was silence in the room. Harper looked asleep, his eyes closed, but Sharpe guessed that the Irishman was way ahead of the others. Knowles pummelled his chair-arm in frustration. ‘If only we could get a message to the General!’


      ‘We’re too late. Time’s run out.’


      Sharpe did not expect them to provide an answer, but he wanted them to think through the steps, to know the argument, so that when he provided the solution, they would agree.


      Lossow leaned forward into the candlelight. ‘Cox won’t let you go. He thinks we’re stealing the gold.’


      ‘He’s right.’ Teresa shrugged.


      Knowles was frowning. ‘Do we break out, sir? Make a run for it?’


      Sharpe thought of the granite-faced ditches, the rows of cannon, the bent tunnels in the gateways with their portcullises and grim-faced sentries.


      ‘No, Robert.’


      Lossow grinned. ‘I know. Murder Brigadier Cox.’


      Sharpe did not smile. ‘His second in command would back up his orders.’


      ‘Good God! I was joking!’ Lossow stared at Sharpe, suddenly convinced of the Rifleman’s seriousness.


      Somewhere a dog barked, perhaps in the French camp, and Sharpe knew that if the British survived this campaign, if he did his duty this night, then it would all have to be done again. Portugal reconquered, the border fortresses retaken, the French beaten not just from Spain but from all Europe. Lossow must have mistaken his expression for despair.


      The German spoke softly. ‘Have you thought of abandoning the gold?’


      ‘No.’ It was not true. He took a deep breath. ‘I can’t tell you why, I don’t know how, but the difference between victory and failure depends on that gold. We have to take it out.’ He nodded at Teresa. ‘She’s right. We are stealing the gold, on Wellington’s instructions, and that’s why there are no explicit orders. The Spanish’—he shrugged apologetically at the girl—‘God knows they’re difficult allies. Think how much worse if they had written proof of this?’ He leaned back. ‘I can only tell you what I was told. The gold is more important than men, horses, regiments, or guns. If we lose it the war is over; we’ll all go home, or more likely end up as French prisoners.’


      ‘And if you do take it?’ Teresa was shivering.


      ‘Then the British will stay in Portugal.’ He shrugged. ‘I can’t explain that, but it’s true. And if we stay in Portugal, then next year we’ll be back in Spain. The gold will go with us.’


      Knowles snapped his fingers. ‘Kill El Católico!’


      Sharpe nodded. ‘We’ll probably have to. But Cox’s orders are still for the gold to go to the Spanish.’


      ‘So…’ Knowles was about to ask how. He shrugged instead.


      Teresa stood up. ‘Is your coat upstairs?’


      Sharpe nodded. ‘Cold?’ She still had only the thin white dress. He stood up as well, thinking of his fear of El Católico. ‘I’ll come with you.’


      Harper and Lossow stood, but Sharpe waved them down. ‘We’ll be all right, a minute, no more. Think about it, gentlemen.’


      He led the way up the stairs, peering into the darkness, and Teresa put a hand out to him. ‘You think he’s here?’


      ‘I know he is.’


      It seemed ridiculous; the house had been searched and researched, sentries put on balconies and roof, yet all Sharpe’s instincts said that El Católico would come for his revenge this night. Revenge, the Spanish said, was a dish best eaten cold, but for El Católico it was a dish that should be taken quickly before Sharpe was locked up in the siege. And Sharpe had no doubt that El Católico wanted revenge, not for the gold but for the insult to his manhood, and the Rifleman drew his sword as they went into the candlelit room with its canopied bed and wide cupboards.


      Teresa found Sharpe’s coat, put it round her shoulders. ‘See? It’s safe.’


      ‘Go downstairs. Tell them I’ll be two minutes.’


      She raised her eyebrows at him, looked puzzled, but he pushed her through the door and watched as she went back to the small room. Sharpe could feel the hairs rise on his neck, the prickling of the blood beneath the skin, the old signs that the enemy was near, and he sat on the bed and pulled off his heavy boots so he could move silently. He wanted El Católico to be near, to get this thing over, so that he could concentrate on what must be done tomorrow. He thought of the Spaniard’s flickering rapier, the careless skill, but it must be faced, be beaten, or else in the morning he would be constantly looking behind him, worrying about the girl, and he padded across the boards and blew out the candles. The sword was monstrously heavy: a butcher’s blade, the Spaniard had called it.


      He opened the curtains and stood on the balcony. On the next balcony a sentry stirred; above him, between the pitches of the roof, he could hear the mutterings of two Germans. It had to be this night! El Católico would not let the insult go, would not want to be immured in Almeida as the French sapped their way forward. But how? Nothing stirred in the street; the houses and church across the road were dark and shuttered; only the glow of the French campfires lit the southern sky beyond the walls where he was supposed to stand guard tomorrow. The tower of the church was silhouetted by the red glow, its two heavily counterweighted bells sheened by the distant fires. And there was no ladder! There had been that morning, he knew. He tried to be sure, and remembered opening the curtains, turning away from Teresa’s nakedness and seeing the bells with the metal ladder that was leaning against the tower. Then he had turned back, but he was sure the ladder had been there.


      So why take the ladder? He looked left and right, at the sentries on the balconies. Of course! Knowles, with his sense of decency, had placed no sentry on this balcony, on every balcony in the street except this one, so that no member of the Company should be forced to listen to the unmarried exploits of Captain Sharpe. And El Católico was no fool. It was a hundred to one that the unguarded balcony would be the one to assault, and the ladder would reach from the church roof, with its convenient platform, across the street, and while muskets from the church took care of the sentries, El Católico and his best men would be across the iron rungs, through the curtains, and revenge was sweet.


      He paused there, thinking it was fantastic, but why not? At the dead of night, three or four in the morning, when the sentries were struggling to stay awake, and, anyway, there was only one way to find out. He swung his leg over the balcony, hushed the sentry at the next balustrade, and dropped into the street.


      The group in the small room would wonder where he was, but it need not take long. Forewarned was forearmed, and he sneaked silently, on his bootless feet, into the alley that angled behind the church. He was out of sight of the sentries, close to the church wall, and he held his huge sword in front of him, its blade a dull sheen in the darkness, and listened for any noise. Nothing, except the far off dog, the sound of the wind. He felt the excitement inside, the imminence of danger, but still there was no sound, no movement, and he peered up at the church roof’s edge, innocent in the moonlight. There was a small door in the wall, barred and locked, and beside it the masonry was rough and crudely repaired. It occurred to him that maybe his idea was too fantastic, that all El Católico had to do was pour musket-fire from the church roof into the unguarded room, that the ladder had merely been taken to help the Partisans climb up from the alley; but he knew he would not be satisfied until he had seen over the roof’s edge, so he stuck the huge sword behind his back, jammed it into his belt with the handle over his shoulder, and reached up with his right hand for a grip on the masonry blocks.


      He moved infinitely slowly, climbing as silently as a lizard, feeling with his toes for each foothold and reaching up with his hands for the convenient gaps between the stones. His left shoulder hurt, made him wince with pain, but the moved up because he could see the top, and it was not far, and he could not rest until this private business was done. Harper would be annoyed at not being invited, but this was Sharpe’s business. Teresa was his woman, and he knew, as he inched upwards, that he would miss her terribly. The handholds ran out as he neared the top. A cornice went round the roof, a foot deep and smooth-faced, and he could not reach the top. He needed one more handhold and he saw it, off to his left, where a metal stanchion jutted diagonally downwards to support a lamp-holder over the doorway. He reached for it, found the rusting metal, tugged, and it held. He transferred his weight, brought up his right foot, could feel the burden of his body transferred to his piercing left shoulder, and then the stanchion moved. It was a tiny movement, a grating of metal on stone, but it threw him off balance. His left arm saved him, and it was as if someone had plunged a flesh-hook into his armpit, was gouging and twisting, and he sobbed with agony as fresh blood sprang from the opened wound and soaked his chest. He clenched eyes and teeth, gasped with the pain, and, throwing caution aside, threw up his right arm, found the very top of the cornice, and slowly, with exquisite relief, took the weight from his left arm.


      He froze, waiting for a blow on his exposed right hand, but nothing moved. Perhaps the roof was deserted. He pushed with his right foot, pulled upwards with his hand, and slowly, inch by inch, his eyes went past the stonework and there, suddenly, was the sky, and he was forced to use his left arm, over the top, endured the pain while his right found a secure purchase, and he could heave himself on to the flat top of the cornice and see what he had feared to see: an empty roof. Except that one thing was wrong: there was a smell of tobacco where there should have been none.


      He took his sword from its place behind his back and crouched just within the cornice, his left arm next to the deeply curved tiles that rose above him blocking his view of the house where Harper and Lossow would now be looking for him. Behind him the roof was deserted, deeply shadowed in the moonlight, but in front he could see the bell-tower, the ladder lying at its foot, and the flat space that held the trapdoor. He could see only part of the space, a small part, and he could smell tobacco smoke and it was not from his sentries; the wind was from the south, and he felt a fierce confirmation of his suspicions as he crept forward, each step showing more of the flat roof that was tucked into a corner of the church’s cross-like roof shape.


      It was empty, mocking him, white stonework in the moonlight, and the ladder had presumably been put there for some repairs and later taken down, though who would repair anything just before the French began their bombardment was a mystery. He padded into the space, a large, square area, and still was hidden from the house by the loom of the transept roof, and now he could hear voices, across the street, calling him. He could hear Harper, alarmed, and Lossow shouting at sentries, and he was about to call back when he heard the creak, and jumped to one side.


      The trapdoor opened, an inch or two at first, sending out a plume of cigar smoke. Then it was pushed back until held by a chain and a man appeared, dark-cloaked, who climbed on to the roof and did not see Sharpe in the shadow by the tower, because he did not expect to see anything. The man, heavily moustached, crossed to the transept roof, leaned past it till he could see the street, then softly called back in Spanish. The Partisan must have heard the commotion, Sharpe thought, and sent a sentry to look. The man puffed on his cigar, listened to the shouts, and crouched to stub it out. No one else had appeared; the church interior was in darkness; Sharpe hardly breathed as he pushed himself close to the stonework.


      An urgent whisper came from the ladder beneath the trapdoor. The man with the cigar nodded. ‘Sí, sí.’ He sounded weary, yawned, and came back to the ladder. At first he was not sure what he saw, just a shadow, and he peered at the shape.


      The shape moved, turned into a man with a sword, and the tired sentry jumped back, opened his mouth, but Sharpe was ramming the blade forward, aiming at the throat, and he missed. It grated on a rib, slid, and then went home, but the man had shouted and there were feet on the ladder. The damned sword was stuck. Sharpe let the blade go down with its victim, put his foot on the man’s chest, turned, and felt the suction give way and the blade free itself. There was a second man half out the trapdoor, a pistol in his hand, and Sharpe ducked, threw the sword out as the gun exploded and the ball hammered into the roof tiles. Sharpe shouted an inarticulate challenge, flailed the blade down on the man, and heard him fall from the ladder. He grabbed the trapdoor, was about to shut it.


      ‘No!’ The voice was from below; the church suddenly lit up. ‘Wait!’ It was El Católico’s voice, deep and silken. ‘Who is that?’


      ‘Sharpe.’ He was standing behind the trapdoor, invisible from below, unassailable.


      El Católico chuckled. ‘May I come up?’


      ‘Why?’


      ‘You can’t come down. There are too many of us. So I have to come up. Will you let me up?’


      There were shouts across the street. ‘Captain! Captain!’


      He ignored them. ‘Just you?’


      ‘Just me.’ The voice was amused, tolerant. Sharpe heard the footsteps on the ladder, saw the light coming, and then a hand put an unmasked lantern on the roof and there was El Católico’s dark head, turning, smiling, and the other hand brought up his rapier, which he tossed, ringing, on to the far side of the roof. ‘There. Now you can kill me. You won’t, though, because you are a man of honour.’


      ‘Am I?’


      El Católico smiled again, still halfway through the trapdoor. ‘Kearsey doesn’t think so, but Kearsey equates honour with God. You don’t. May I come up? I’m alone.’


      Sharpe nodded. He waited till the tall Spaniard was on the roof and then kicked the trapdoor shut. It was heavy, thick enough to stop a bullet, but for added safety Sharpe pulled the iron ladder on top.


      El Católico watched. ‘You are nervous. They won’t come up.’ He cocked a friendly eye at Sharpe. ‘Why are you here?’


      ‘The ladder was missing.’


      The tall Spaniard looked puzzled. The hands spread apart in an uncertain gesture. ‘Missing?’


      Sharpe kicked it. ‘It was up the tower this morning. This evening it was gone.’


      ‘Ah!’ He laughed. ‘We used it to climb the church wall.’ He looked at Sharpe’s dishevelled uniform. ‘I see you had other methods.’ In one of his graceful gestures he opened his cloak. ‘You see? No pistol. I have only the sword.’ He made no attempt to pick it up.


      Above the church roof Sharpe could see the sudden flare of torches. Search parties were starting out. There was sweat on the palm of his sword hand, but he would not give the Spaniard the satisfaction of seeing him wipe it off.


      ‘Why are you here?’


      ‘To pray with you.’ El Católico laughed, jerked his head at the street. ‘They’re making so much noise they won’t hear us. No, Captain, I’m here to kill you.’


      Sharpe smiled. ‘Why? You’ve got the gold.’


      El Católico nodded. ‘I don’t trust you, Sharpe. As long as you’re alive I don’t think the gold will be easy to collect, though Brigadier Cox presents you with a problem.’ Sharpe acknowledged it with a nod and El Católico looked at him shrewdly. ‘How were you going to solve it?’


      ‘The same way that I intend to solve it tomorrow.’ He wished he were as confident as he sounded. He had seen El Católico in action, measured swords with him, and he was thinking desperately how he could win the fight that must start soon. The tall Spaniard smiled, gestured at his rapier.


      ‘Do you mind? You can kill me, of course, before I reach it, but I don’t think you will.’ He had talked as he moved and then he stopped, picked it up, and turned round. ‘I was right. You see? You are a man of honour!’


      Sharpe could feel the new blood wet on his chest and he rested his sword as the Spaniard, with a studied ease, dropped his cloak and flexed the blade. El Católico took the tip of the rapier in his left hand and bent it, almost double.


      ‘A fine blade, Captain. From Toledo. But then, I forgot, we have already tried each other.’ He moved into the swordsman’s crouch, right leg bent, left leg extended behind. ‘En garde!’


      The rapier flickered towards Sharpe, but the Rifleman did not move. El Católico straightened. ‘Captain, do you not want to fight? I assure you it is a better death than the one I had planned.’


      ‘What was that?’ Sharpe thought of the ladder, the sudden rush in the dark.


      The Spaniard smiled. ‘A distraction down the street, a fire, lots of shouts, and you would have come to your balcony. The ever ready Captain, prepared for battle, and then a volley of shots would have stopped you forever.’


      Sharpe smiled. It was far simpler than his extraordinary imaginings, and it would have worked. ‘And the girl?’


      ‘Teresa?’ El Católico’s pose slipped a little. He shrugged. ‘What could she have done with you dead? She would have been forced back.’


      ‘You would have enjoyed that.’


      The Spaniard shrugged. ‘En garde, Captain.’


      Sharpe had so little time. He had to unsettle the Spaniard’s elegant posture. El Católico knew he would win, could afford to be magnanimous, was anticipating the inevitable display of his superior swordsmanship. Sharpe still kept his blade low and the rapier went down.


      ‘Captain! Are you frightened?’ El Católico smiled gently. ‘You’re afraid I’m the better man.’


      ‘Teresa says not.’


      It was not much, but enough. Sharpe saw the fury in El Católico’s face, the sudden loss of control, and he brought up the huge blade, rammed it forward, and knew that El Católico would not parry but simply kill him for the insult. The rapier flickered, lightning-fast, but Sharpe turned his body, saw the blade go past, and brought his elbow hard into El Católico’s ribs, turned back and hammered down with the brass-guarded hilt of the sword on to the Spaniard’s head. El Católico was fast. He twisted away, the blow glanced off his skull, but Sharpe heard the grunt and he followed it with a sweeping killer of a blow, a stroke that would have disembowelled an ox, and the Spaniard leapt backwards, and again, and Sharpe had failed, and he knew, with a fighter’s instinct, that El Católico had recovered, survived the devastating attack, and would now fall back on his skill.


      There was a hammering from downstairs, the blast of a musket, and El Católico smiled. ‘Time to die, Sharpe. Requiem aeternam dona eis, Domine.’ He came forward like quicksilver, past Sharpe’s clumsy parry, and the blade drew blood at Sharpe’s waist. ‘Et lux perpetua luceat eis.’ The voice was like silk, beautiful and hypnotic, and the blade went to the other side of Sharpe’s waist, razored his skin, and was gone. Sharpe knew he was being toyed with, a plaything, while the prayer lasted, and he could do nothing. He remembered Helmut’s techniques and went for El Católico’s eyes, stabbing the empty air, and the Spaniard laughed. ‘Go slow, Sharpe! Te decet hymnus, Deus, in Sion.’


      Sharpe lunged desperately for the eyes; Helmut had made it look easy, but El Católico just swayed to one side and the rapier came low at the Rifleman, aiming at the thigh for another flesh wound, and Sharpe had only one, desperate, insane idea left. He let the rapier come, kicked his right thigh forward, and pushed the blade painfully into his flesh so that El Católico could not use it. The Spaniard tried to drag it free; Sharpe felt the tearing in his leg, but he had the initiative, was still driving forward, and he hit the Spaniard with the heavy guard of the sword, scraping it up the face, and El Católico abandoned the rapier and went backwards. Sharpe followed, the rapier stuck clean through his thigh, and El Católico grabbed at it, missed, and Sharpe swept his blade down, caught El Católico’s forearm; the Spaniard cried out and Sharpe back-swung him with the flat of his blade, a scything crack across the skull, and the Partisan fell.


      Sharpe stopped. There were shouts below. ‘Captain!’


      ‘Up here! On the church roof!’


      He could hear footsteps below, pounding in the alleyway, and he suspected the Partisans were abandoning the unequal conflict. He stopped and took hold of El Católico’s rapier. The wound hurt, but Sharpe knew he had been lucky; the blade had gone through the outer muscles and the blood and pain were worse than the damage. He pulled at the sword, clenching his teeth, and it slid free. He held the rapier in his hands, felt its fine balance, and knew he could never have defeated it except for the madness of driving his body on to the inlaid blade and denying El Católico his skill.


      The Spaniard moaned, still unconscious, and Sharpe crossed to him, bleeding and limping, and looked down at his enemy. His eyes were closed, the lids flickering slightly, and Sharpe took his own sword, put it at El Católico’s throat. ‘A butcher’s blade, eh?’ He stabbed down till the point hit the roof, twisted it, then kicked the neck free of the blade. ‘That was for Claud Hardy.’ There would be no fiefdom in the mountains, no private kingdom, for El Católico.


      There was a thumping on the trapdoor. ‘Who’s that?’


      ‘Sergeant Harper!’


      ‘Wait!’


      He pushed the ladder to one side and the trapdoor was pushed up and Harper appeared, a smoking torch in one hand. The Irishman looked first at Sharpe, then at the body. ‘God save Ireland. What were you doing, sir? A competition to see who could bleed the most?’


      ‘He wanted to kill me.’


      The eyebrows went up. ‘Really?’ Harper looked at the dead man. ‘He was a fine swordsman, sir. How did you do it?’


      Sharpe told him. How he had gone for the eyes, failed, so had impaled himself on the sword. Harper listened, shook his head.


      ‘You’re a bloody fool, sir. Let’s see the leg.’


      Teresa came up, followed by Lossow and Knowles, and the story had to be told again, and Sharpe felt the tension flow out of him. He watched Teresa kneel by the body.


      ‘does it upset you?’


      She shook her head, busy at something, and Sharpe watched as she searched beneath the blood-stained clothes and found, round the dead man’s waist, a money-belt thick with coins. She opened one of the pockets.


      ‘Gold.’


      ‘Keep it.’


      Sharpe was feeling his leg, tracing the wound, and he knew he had been lucky and that the blade had torn a smaller wound than his stupidity deserved. He looked up at Harper. ‘I’ll need the maggots.’


      Harper grinned. In a tin box he kept fat white maggots that lived only on dead flesh, spurning healthy tissue, and nothing cleaned a simple wound better than a handful dropped into the cut and bound in with a bandage. The Irishman took Sharpe’s sash as a temporary dressing, bound it tight. ‘It’ll mend, sir.’


      Lossow looked at the body. ‘What now?’


      ‘Now?’ Sharpe wanted a glass of wine, another plate of that stew. ‘Nothing. They have another leader. We still have to hand the gold over.’


      Teresa spoke in Spanish, angry and vehement, and Sharpe smiled.


      ‘What was that, sir?’ Knowles was stunned by the blood on the roof.


      ‘I don’t think she likes the new leaders.’ Sharpe flexed his left arm. ‘If El Católico’s Lieutenants don’t produce the gold, then they may not be leaders much longer. Is that right?’


      She nodded.


      ‘Then who will be?’ Knowles sat down on the parapet.


      ‘La Aguja.’ Sharpe had trouble pronouncing the Spanish ‘J.’


      Teresa laughed, pleased, and Harper looked up from his own excursion into El Católico’s pockets.


      ‘La what?’


      ‘La Aguja. The Needle. Teresa. We have a bargain.’


      Knowles looked astonished. ‘Teresa? Miss Moreno?’


      ‘Why not? She fights better than most of them.’ He had made up the name, saw that it pleased her. ‘But to make that happen we must keep the gold from the Spanish, get it out of the city, and finish this job.’


      Lossow sighed, scraped his unused sabre back into its curved scabbard. ‘Which brings us back to the old question, my friend. How?’


      Sharpe had dreaded this moment, wanted to lead them gently towards it, but it had come. ‘Who’s stopping us?’


      Lossow shrugged. ‘Cox.’


      Sharpe nodded. He spoke patiently. ‘And Cox has his authority as Commander of the garrison. If there were no garrison, there would be no authority, no way to stop us.’


      ‘So?’ Knowles was frowning.


      ‘So, at dawn tomorrow we destroy the garrison.’


      There was a moment’s utter silence, broken by Knowles. ‘We can’t!’


      Teresa laughed at the sheer joy of it. ‘We can!’


      ‘God in his heaven!’ Lossow’s face was appalled, fascinated.


      Harper did not seem surprised. ‘How?’


      So Sharpe told them.

    

  


  
    
      CHAPTER 23


    


    
      Almeida stirred early, that Monday morning; it was well before first light as men stamped their boots on cobbled streets and made the small talk that is the talisman against great events. The war, after all, had come to the border town, and between the defenders’ outer glacis and the masked guns of the French, the hopes and fears of Europe were concentrated. In far-off cities men looked at maps. If Almeida could hold, then perhaps Portugal could be saved, but they knew better. Eight weeks at the most, they said, and probably just six, and then Masséna’s troops would have Lisbon at their mercy. The British had had their run and now it was over, the last hurdles to be cleared, but in St Petersburg and Vienna, Stockholm and Berlin, they let the maps curl up and wondered where the victorious blue-jacketed troops would be next sent. A pity about the British, but what did anyone expect?


      Cox was on the southern ramparts, standing by a brazier, waiting for the first light to show him the new French batteries. Yesterday the French had fired a few shots, destroying the telegraph, but today, Cox knew, things would begin in earnest. He hoped for a great defence, a struggle that would make the history books, that would block the French till the rains of late autumn could save Portugal; but he also imagined the siege guns, the paths blasted through the great walls, and then the screaming, steel-tipped battalions that would come forward in the night to drown his hopes in chaos and defeat. Cox and the French both knew the town was the last obstacle to French victory, and, hope as Cox did, in his heart he did not believe that the town could hold out till the roads were swamped and the rivers made impassable by rain.


      High above Cox, by the castle and cathedral that topped Almeida’s hill, Sharpe pushed open the bakery door. The ovens were curved shapes in the blackness, cold to the touch, and Teresa shivered beside him despite being swathed in the Rifleman’s long green greatcoat. He ached. His leg, shoulder, the sliced cuts either side of his waist, and a head that throbbed after talking too deep into the early morning.


      Knowles had pleaded, ‘There must be another way!’


      ‘Tell me.’


      Now, in the cold silence, Sharpe still tried to find another way. To talk to Cox? Or Kearsey? But only Sharpe knew how desperately Wellington needed the gold. To Cox and Kearsey it was unimaginable that a few thousand gold coins could save Portugal, and Sharpe could not tell them how, because he had not been told. He damned the secrecy. It would mean death for hundreds; but if the gold did not get through it would mean a lost war.


      Teresa would be gone, anyway. In a few hours they would part, he to the army, she back to the hills and her own fight. He held her close, smelling her hair, wanting to be with her, but then they stepped apart as footsteps sounded outside and Patrick Harper pushed open the door and peered into the gloom.


      ‘Sir?’


      ‘We’re here. Did you get it?’


      ‘No problem.’ Harper sounded happy enough. He gestured past Helmut. ‘One barrel of powder, sir, compliments of Tom Garrard.’


      ‘Did he ask what it was for?’


      Harper shook his head. ‘He said if it was for you, sir, it was all right.’ He helped the German bring the great keg through the door. ‘Bloody heavy, sir.’


      ‘Will you need help?’


      Harper straightened up with a scoffing look. ‘An officer carrying a barrel, sir? This is the army! No. We got it here; we’ll do the rest.’


      ‘You know what to do?’


      The question was unnecessary. Sharpe looked through the dirty window, across the Plaza, and in the thin light saw that the cathedral doors were still shut. Perhaps the pile of cartridges had been moved. Had Wellington sent a messenger on a fast horse with orders for Cox on the half chance that Sharpe was in Almeida? He forced his mind away from the nagging questions.


      ‘Let’s get on with it.’


      Helmut borrowed Harper’s bayonet and chipped at the centre of the barrel, making a hole, widening it till it was the size of a musket muzzle. He grunted his satisfaction. Harper nodded at Sharpe. ‘We’ll be on our way.’ He sounded casual. Sharpe made himself grin.


      ‘Go slowly.’


      He wanted to tell the Sergeant that he did not have to do it, it was Sharpe’s dirty-work, but he knew what the Irishman would have said. Instead he watched as the two men, one tall and the other short, picked up the barrel by its ends, jiggled it until powder was flowing from the hole, and then started an awkward progress out the door and across the Plaza. They kept to the gutter, Helmut above it and Harper below, which made the task easier, and Sharpe, through the window, watched as the powder trickled into the shadow of the stone trough and went, inexorably, towards the cathedral. He could not believe what he was doing, driven by the General’s ‘must’ and the questions came back. Could Cox be persuaded? Perhaps, even worse, gold had arrived from London and all this was for nothing, and then, in a heart-stopping moment, the cathedral doors opened and two sentries came out, adjusting their shakoes, and Sharpe knew they must see what was happening. He clenched his fists, and Teresa, beside him at the dirty glass pane, was moving her lips in what seemed to be a silent and inappropriate prayer.


      ‘Sharpe!’


      He turned, startled, and saw Lossow. ‘You frightened me.’


      ‘It’s a guilty conscience.’ The German stood in the doorway and nodded down the hill, away from the cathedral. ‘We have the house open. The cellar door.’


      ‘I’ll see you there.’


      Sharpe planned to light the fuse and then run back to a house they had chosen, a house with a deep cellar that opened on to the street. Lossow did not move. He looked at the two Sergeants, still ignored by the sentries.


      ‘I don’t believe this, my friend. I hope you’re right.’


      So do I, thought Sharpe, so do I. It was madness, pure madness, and he put his arm round the girl and watched as the two Sergeants threaded the bollards which kept traffic and market-stalls from encroaching on the cathedral’s ground. The sentries were watching the two Sergeants, seeing nothing unusual in two men carrying a barrel, not even stirring as they put it down, on one end, hard by the smaller door.


      ‘God.’ Lossow whispered the word, watching with them, as Helmut squatted by the barrel and began to work a strake loose so that the fuse could reach the remaining powder in the keg. Harper strolled the twenty yards to the sentries, chatted with them, and Sharpe thought of the men who must die. The sentries would surely see the German splintering the wood! But no, they laughed with Harper, and suddenly Helmut was walking back, yawning, and the Irishman waved at the sentries and followed him.


      Sharpe took out the tinder-box, the cigar, and with hands that were shaky he struck flint on steel and blew the charred linen in the box into a flame. He lit the cigar, puffed it, hated the taste until the tip glowed red.


      Lossow watched him. ‘You’re sure?’


      A shrug. ‘I’m sure.’


      The two Sergeants appeared at the doorway and Lossow spoke in German to Helmut, then turned to Sharpe. ‘Good luck, my friend. We see you in a minute.’


      Sharpe nodded, the two Germans left, and he drew on the cigar again. He looked at the Irishman in the doorway.


      ‘Take Teresa.’


      ‘No.’ Harper was stubborn. ‘I stay with you.’


      ‘And me.’ Teresa smiled at him.


      The girl held his arm as he went into the street. The sky was pearl grey over the cathedral with a wisp of cloud that would soon turn white. It promised to be a beautiful day. He drew on the cigar again and through his mind went jumbled images of the men who had built the cathedral, carved the saints that guarded its doors, knelt on its wide flagstones, been married there, seen their children baptized in its granite font, and been carried on their last visit up its pillared chancel. He thought of the dry voice saying ‘must’, of the priest whitewashing the rood-screen, of the Battalion with its wives and children, the bodies in the cellar, and he leaned down and touched the cigar tip to the powder, and it sparked and fizzed, the flame beginning its journey.


      The first French shell, fired from an ugly little howitzer in a deep pit, burst on the Plaza, and flames shot through the smoke as the casing burst into unnumbered fragments that needled outwards. Before Sharpe could move, before the first explosion had ceased, the second howitzer’s shell landed, bounced, rolled to the powder trail just yards from the cathedral, hit a bollard, and the sentries dived for shelter as it flamed crashingly apart, and Sharpe knew that there was no time to reach the cellar. He plucked at Teresa and Harper.


      ‘The ovens!’


      They ran, through the door and over the counter, and he picked up the girl and thrust her head-first into the great brick cave of the bread oven. Harper was clambering into the second and Sharpe waited till Teresa was at the back and then he heard an explosion. It was small enough, scarcely audible over the crash of French shells and the distant sound of the Portuguese batteries’ reply, and he knew, as he climbed in behind the girl, that the barrel had exploded, and he wondered if the cathedral door had held the blast, or if the cartridges had been moved, and then there was a second explosion, louder and more ominous, and Teresa gripped his thigh where it was wounded, and the second explosion seemed to go on, like a muffled volley from a battle in deep fog, and he knew that the cartridges, down in their stacks behind the door, were setting each other off in an unstoppable chain of explosions.


      He wondered, crouched foetus-like in the oven, what was happening in the cathedral. He saw, in his mind’s eye, the lurid flames, gouting shafts of light, and then there was a bigger explosion and he knew that the chain had reached the powder stacked at the top of the steps, and it was all done now. Nothing could prevent it. The guards in the cathedral were dead; the great rood was looking down on its last seconds; the eternal presence would soon be swatted cut.


      Another French shell exploded, the fragments clashing on the bakery walls, and it was drowned by a seething roar, growing and terrifying, and in the first crypt, crate by crate, cartridge by cartridge, the ammunition of Almeida was exploding. The stabbing flames were reaching the weakened curtain; the men in the deep crypt would be on their knees, or in panic, the powder for the great guns all round them.


      He had thought that the sound could only grow till it was the last sound on earth, but it seemed to die into silence that was merely the crackling of flames, and Sharpe, knowing it was foolish, uncurled his head and looked through the gap between the oven and its iron door, and he could not believe that the leather curtain had held, and then the hill moved. The sound came, not through the air but through the ground itself, like the groaning of rock, and the whole cathedral turned to dust, smoke, and flames that were the colour of blood that scorched through the utter blackness.


      The French gunners, pausing with shells in their hands, jumped to the top of their pits and looked past the low grey ramparts and crossed themselves. The centre of the town had gone, turned into one giant flame that rolled up and up, and became a boiling cloud of darkness. Men could see things in the flame: great stones, timbers, carried upwards as if they were feathers, and then the shock hit the gunners like a giant, hot wind that came with the sound. It was like all the thunder of all the world poured into one town for one moment for one glimpse of the world’s end.


      The cathedral disappeared, turned into flame, and the castle was scythed clean from the ground, the stones tumbling like toy things. Houses were scoured into flaming shards; the blast took the north of the town, unroofed half the southern slope, and the bakery collapsed on to the ovens, and Sharpe, deafened and gasping, choked on the thick dust and heated air, and the girl gripped him, prayed for her soul, and the blast went past like the breath of the Apocalypse.


      On the ramparts the Portuguese died as the wind plucked them outwards. The great defences, nearest the cathedral, were smashed down, and debris filled the ditches so that a huge, flat road was hammered into the heart of the fortress, and still the powder caught. New boilings of flame and smoke writhed into the horror over Almeida, shudder after shudder; a convulsive spasm of the hilltop and the monstrous explosions died, leaving only fire and darkness, the stench of hell, a silence where men were deafened by destruction.


      A French gunner, old in his trade, who had once taught a young Corsican Lieutenant how to lay a gun, spat on his hand and touched it to the hot muzzle of the barrel that had fired the last shot. The French were silent, unbelieving, and in the killing-ground before them stones, tiles, and burnt flesh dropped like the devil’s rain.


      Twenty-five miles away, in Celorico, they heard the sound and the General put down his fork and went to the window and knew, with terrible certainty, what it was. There was no gold. And now the fortress that could have bought him six weeks of failing hope had gone. The smoke came later, a huge grey curtain that smeared the eastern sky, turned morning sunlight into dusk, and edged the border hills with crimson like a harbinger of the armies that would follow the cloud to the sea.


      Almeida had been destroyed.

    

  


  
    
      CHAPTER 24


    


    
      Kearsey was dead, killed in an instant as he said his prayers on the town rampart and five hundred other men snatched into eternity by the flame, but Sharpe did not know that yet. He knew he was dying, of suffocation and heat, and he braced his back against the smooth, curved interior of the massive oven and pushed with his legs at a charred length of timber that blocked the door. It collapsed and he pushed himself out, into a nightmare, and turned to pull Teresa clear. She spoke to him, but he could hear nothing, and he shook his head and went to the other opening and pushed away some rubble as Harper crawled out, his face ashen.


      The ovens had saved their lives. They were built like small fortresses, with walls more than three feet thick and a curved roof that had sent the blast harmlessly overhead. Nothing else remained. The cathedral was a flaming pit, the castle gone, the houses so much dust and fire, and down the street Sharpe had to look a hundred yards before he saw a house that had survived the blast, and it was ablaze, the flames licking at the rooms which had been opened to the world, and the heat was grey around them as he took Teresa’s arm.


      A man staggered into the road, naked and bleeding, shouting for help, but they ignored him, ran to the cellar door that was covered with fallen stone, and dragged it clear. There was a thumping beneath and shouts, and Harper, still dazed, pulled back the stones and the cellar flap was forced open, and Lossow and Helmut came out. They spoke to Sharpe, who could not hear, and ran towards their own house, at the bottom of the hill, away from the horror, through the Portuguese soldiers who stared, open-mouthed, at the inferno that had once been a cathedral.


      Sharpe dropped in the kitchen, found a bottle of the Germans’ beer, and knocked the top off, put it to his lips, and let the cool liquid flow into his stomach. He hit his ears, shook his head, and his men stared at him. He shook his head again, willing the sound to come back, and felt tears in his eyes. Damn it, the decision had been made, and he put his head back and stared at the ceiling and thought of the General, and of the blazing pit, and he hated himself.


      ‘You had no choice, sir.’ Knowles was speaking to him; the voice sounded far away, but he could hear.


      He shook his head. ‘There’s always a choice.’


      ‘But the war, sir. You said it had to be won.’


      Then celebrate it tomorrow, Sharpe thought, or the next day, but dear God, I did not know, and he remembered the flung bodies, stripped of all dignity, wiped out in an instant, draped like streaked fungus on the hot rubble.


      ‘I know.’ He turned on his men. ‘What are you staring at! Get ready to move!’


      He hated Wellington, too, because he knew why the General had picked him: because he wanted a man too proud to fail, and he knew he would do it for the General again. Ruthlessness was good in a soldier, in a General or a Captain, and men admired it, but that was no reason to think that the ruthless man did not feel the bloody pain as well. Sharpe stood up, looked at Lossow.


      ‘We’d better find Cox.’


      The town was stunned, bereft of sound except for the crackling of flames and the coughing of vomit as men found comrades’ charred and shrunken bodies. The smell of roast flesh hung in the air, like the stench of the burning bodies after Talavera, but that, Sharpe remembered, had been a mistake, an accident of wind and flame, while this chaos, this glimpse of damnation, had been caused by a powderkeg that Sharpe had caused to be pierced and trailed to the cathedral’s door. The bodies were naked, the uniforms seared off by the blast, and they seemed to have shrunk into small, black mockeries of human beings. A dead battalion, thought Sharpe, killed for the gold, and he wondered if Wellington himself would have put the cigar on to the powder, and then he thrust the thought away as Lossow led the way up a sloping rampart to where Cox surveyed the damage.


      It was all over—anyone could see that, the town indefensible—but Cox still hoped. He had been weeping at the death and destruction, the swath that had gone through his town and his hopes.


      ‘How?’


      There were answers offered by the staff officers with Cox, good answers, and they told the Brigadier of the French shells that had landed just before the explosion. The officers looked over the wall at the massing crowd of Frenchmen who had come to stare at the giant breach in the town’s defences, and at the pall of smoke, as men might watch a once-proud King on his deathbed.


      ‘A shell,’ one of the officers told Cox. ‘It must have set off the small ammunition.’


      ‘Oh, God.’ Cox was close to tears. ‘We should have had a magazine.’


      Cox tried to stiffen his will to go on fighting, but they all knew it was done. There was no ammunition left, nothing to fight with, and the French would understand. There would be no unpleasantness; the surrender would be discussed in a civilized way, and Cox tried to stave it off, tried to find hope in the smoke-filled air, but finally agreed.


      ‘Tomorrow, gentlemen, tomorrow. We fly the flag one more night.’ He pushed his way through the group and saw Sharpe and Lossow waiting. ‘Sharpe. Lossow. Thank God you’re alive. So many gone.’


      ‘Yes, sir.’


      Cox was biting back tears. ‘So many.’ Sharpe wondered if Tom Garrard had survived. Cox noticed the blood on the Rifleman’s uniform. ‘You’re wounded?’


      ‘No, sir. I’m all right. Permission to leave, sir?’


      Cox nodded, an automatic reaction. The gold was forgotten in the horror of the lost war.


      Sharpe plucked Lossow’s sleeve. ‘Come on.’


      At the bottom of the ramp, a puzzled look on his face, Cesar Moreno waited for them. He put a hand out to stop Sharpe.


      ‘Teresa?’


      Sharpe smiled, the first smile since the explosion. ‘She’s safe. We’re leaving now.’


      ‘And Joaquím?’


      ‘Joaquím?’ For a second Sharpe was not certain whom Teresa’s father was talking about, and then he remembered the fight on the rooftop. ‘He’s dead.’


      ‘And this?’ Cesar Moreno’s hand was still on Sharpe’s sleeve as he looked round the destruction.


      ‘An accident.’


      Moreno looked at him and shrugged. ‘Half our men are dead.’


      There was nothing Sharpe could say. Lossow broke in. ‘The horses?’


      Moreno looked at him and shrugged. ‘They were not in the house that collapsed. They’re all right.’


      ‘We’ll use them!’ The German went ahead and Moreno checked Sharpe with a hand.


      ‘She’ll take over, I suppose.’


      The Rifleman nodded. ‘Probably. She can fight.’


      Moreno gave a rueful smile. ‘She knows whose side to be on.’


      Sharpe looked at the smoke, at the flames on the hilltop, smelt the burning. ‘Don’t we all?’ He shook himself free, turned again to the grey-haired man. ‘I’ll be back for her, one day.’


      ‘I know.’


      The French had left their lines to gape at the smoking ruins at the northern wall. There was nothing to stop the Company leaving, and they took the gold and went west, under the smoke, and back to the army. The war was not lost.

    

  


  
    
      EPILOGUE


    


    
      ‘What happened, Richard?’


      ‘Nothing, sir.’


      Hogan moved his horse forward to a patch of succulent grass. ‘I don’t believe you.’


      Sharpe stirred in his saddle; he hated riding. ‘There was a girl.’


      ‘Is that all?’


      ‘All? She was special.’


      The breeze from the sea was cool on his face; the water sparkled with a million flashes of light, like a giant army of lance-tips, and beating northwards towards the Channel a frigate laid its grey sails towards the land and left a streak of white in its path.


      Hogan watched the ship. ‘Despatches.’


      ‘News of victory?’ Sharpe’s tone was ironic.


      ‘They won’t believe it. It’s a funny victory.’ Hogan stared at the distant horizon, miles out to sea from the hilltop where their horses stood. ‘Do you see the fleet out there? A convoy going home.’


      Sharpe grunted, felt the twinge in his healing shoulder. ‘More money for the bloody merchants. Why couldn’t they have sent it here?’


      Hogan smiled. ‘There’s never enough, Richard. Never.’


      ‘There had better be now. After what we did to get it here.’


      ‘What did you do?’


      ‘I told you, nothing.’ He stared a challenge at the gentle Irish Major. ‘We were sent to get it, we got it, and we brought it back.’


      ‘The General’s pleased.’ Hogan said it in a neutral tone.


      ‘He’d bloody better be pleased! For Christ’s sake!’


      ‘He thought you were lost.’ Hogan’s horse moved again, cropping the grass, and the Major took off his cocked hat and fanned his face. ‘Pity about Almeida.’


      Sharpe made a face. ‘Pity about Almeida.’


      Hogan sighed patiently. ‘We thought it was done for. We heard the explosion, of course, and there was no gold. Without the gold there was no chance.’


      ‘There was a little chance.’ Sharpe almost spat the words at him and Hogan shrugged.


      ‘No, not a chance you’d want, Richard.’


      Sharpe let his anger sink; he thought of the girl, watched the frigate flap its sails and bend into its next tack. ‘Which would you rather have had, sir?’ His voice was very cold, very far away. ‘The gold, or Almeida?’


      Hogan pulled his horse’s head up. ‘The gold, Richard. You know that.’


      ‘You’re sure?’


      Hogan nodded. ‘Very sure. Thousands might have died without the gold.’


      ‘But we don’t know that.’


      Hogan waved his arm at the landscape. ‘We do.’


      It was a miracle, perhaps one of the greatest feats of military engineering, and it had taken up the gold. The gold had been needed, desperately needed, or the work would never have been finished and the ten thousand labourers, some of whom Sharpe could see, could have packed up their shovels and picks and simply waited for the French. Sharpe watched the giant scrapers, hauled by lines of men and oxen, shaping the hills.


      ‘What do you call it?’


      ‘The Lines of Torres Vedras.’


      Three lines barred the Lisbon peninsula, three giant fortifications made with the hills themselves, fortifications that dwarfed the granite-works at Almeida. The first line, on which they rode, was twenty-six miles long, stretching from the Atlantic to the Tagus, and there were two others behind it. The hills had been steepened, crowned with gun batteries, and the lowland flooded. Behind the hillcrests sunken roads meant that the twenty-five thousand garrison troops could move unseen by the French, and the deep valleys, where they could not be filled, were blocked with thorn-trees, thousands of them, so that from the air it must have looked as if a giant’s child had shaped the landscape the way a boy played with a few square inches of wet soil by a stream.


      Sharpe stared eastwards, at the unending line, and he found it hard to believe. So much work, so many escarpments made by hand, crowned with hundreds of guns encased in stone forts, their embrasures looking to the north, to the plain where Masséna would be checked.


      Hogan rode alongside him. ‘We can’t stop him, Richard, not till he gets here. And here he stays.’


      ‘And we’re back there.’ Sharpe pointed towards Lisbon, thirty miles to the south.


      Hogan nodded. ‘It’s simple. He’ll never break the lines, never; they’re too strong. And he can’t go round; the Navy’s there. So here he stops, and the rains start, and in a couple of months he’ll be starving and we come out again to reconquer Portugal.’


      ‘And on into Spain?’ Sharpe asked.


      ‘On into Spain.’ Hogan sighed, waved again at the huge scar of the unbelievable fortress. ‘And we ran out of money. We had to get money.’


      ‘And you got it.’


      Hogan bowed to him. ‘Thank you. Tell me about the girl?’


      Sharpe told him as they rode towards Lisbon, crossing the second and third lines that would never be used. He remembered the parting after they had left the river fortress, unchallenged, and the Light Company, clumsily mounted on the Spanish horses, had bounced after Lossow’s Germans. One French patrol had come near them, but the Germans had wheeled to meet it, their sabres drawn in one hissing movement, and the French had sheered away. They had stopped beside the Coa and Sharpe had handed Teresa the one thousand gold coins he had promised.


      She had smiled at him. ‘This will be enough.’


      ‘Enough?’


      ‘For our needs. We go on fighting.’


      The wind had brought the stench of burning and death into the hills and Sharpe had looked at her, at the dark, hawklike beauty.


      ‘You can stay with us.’


      She had smiled. ‘No. But you can come back. One day.’


      He had nodded at the rifle slung on her shoulder. ‘Give it to Ramon. I promised.’


      She looked surprised. ‘It’s mine!’


      ‘No.’ He had unslung his own rifle, checked the butt-plate, that all the cleaning equipment was there, and handed it across with his ammunition pouch. ‘This is yours. With my love. I’ll get another one.’


      She had smiled, shaken her head. ‘I’m sorry.’


      ‘So am I. We’ll meet again.’


      ‘I know.’ She turned her horse and waved.


      ‘Kill a lot of French!’ he shouted.


      ‘All there are!’


      And she was gone, galloping with her father and his men, her men, up to the secret paths that would lead them home, to the war of the knife and ambush, and he missed her, missed her.


      He smiled at Hogan. ‘You heard about Hardy?’


      ‘Sad. He has a brother. Did you know?’


      ‘No.’


      Hogan nodded. ‘A Naval Lieutenant. Giles Hardy, and just like his brother. Mad as a coot.’


      ‘And Josefina?’


      Hogan smiled, sniffed his snuff, and Sharpe waited for the sneeze. Hogan wiped away the tears. ‘She’s here. You want to see her?’


      ‘Yes.’


      Hogan laughed. ‘She’s rather celebrated now.’ He did not explain.


      They rode in the lengthening shadows down the paved highway into Lisbon. It was crowded with carts, carrying building stone, and with the labourers who were making one of the great wonders of the military world, a fortress covering five hundred square miles that would stop the French in the year of 1810 and would never be used again. Sharpe admired Wellington for a clever man, because no one, utterly no one outside Lisbon, seemed to know the lines existed, and the French, their tails up, would come hallooing down the southern road. And stop.


      The South Essex, shorn of its Light Company, was up north and soon, Sharpe knew, they must march to join it. One battle more, Hogan had said, with any luck and a fair wind, and then the army would march south to the safety of its Lines, and Colonel Lawford had greeted him with open arms and waved a despatch at Sharpe.


      ‘Reinforcements, Richard! They’re on their way! You can bring them up from Lisbon! Officers, Sergeants, two hundred and seventy men! Good news!’


      The ships had still not come, beating down from Plymouth on the journey that could take seven days or seven weeks, and Sharpe was content to wait. He slid, with relief, off the horse and gave Hogan the reins.


      ‘I’ll see you tomorrow?’


      The Major nodded, scribbled on a piece of paper. ‘That’s her address.’


      Sharpe smiled his thanks, turned, but Hogan called after him.


      ‘Richard!’


      ‘Sir?’


      ‘We needed that gold. Well done.’


      Sixteen thousand coins, two hundred and fifty stolen by El Católico, a thousand to Teresa, fourteen thousand to the General, and the rest was being spent by the Light Company and the Germans as if money were issued with the rations. Sharpe had ordered them to get drunk, to find their women, and if any provost asked where the money came from they were referred to Sharpe, and somehow they did not want to argue with the tall, scarred Rifleman who simply told them it was stolen. There was even money in Sharpe’s name in London, held by the agents, Messrs Hopkinson and Son of St Alban’s Street, Knowles’s agents, and Sharpe wondered, as he walked towards the address Hogan had given him, just what a four per cent stock was. The Lisbon office had laughed politely when he told them it was stolen. He had not given them all the coins.


      The house looked rich, and he imagined Hardy using the big front door that was answered by Agostino, Josefina’s servant, who now wore a fancy powdered wig and a coat that was all buttons and lace.


      ‘Sir?’


      Sharpe pushed him out of the way, strode into a marble hall with palms, rugs, and latticed screens. He thought of Teresa, pushed the thought away because he wanted her, and thought how she would have despised the scent that filled the hallway.


      He went into a huge room that opened through archways on to a terrace high above the Tagus. Orange trees framed the view, their scent mingling with the smell of perfume.


      ‘Josefina!’


      ‘Richard!’


      She was in an archway, the evening light round her body so he could not see her face. ‘What are you doing?’


      ‘Visiting you.’


      She came forward, plumper than he remembered, and smiled at him. She touched his face with a finger, looked his uniform up and down, and made a face of disapproval.


      ‘You can’t stay.’


      ‘Why not.’


      She gestured outside. ‘He was first.’


      He looked at her, remembering her differently, and he would have left if Patrick Harper had not already claimed the dark-haired maid at the American Hotel. Instead, he walked on to the terrace where a languid cavalry Lieutenant sat with a glass of wine.


      The Lieutenant looked up. ‘Sir.’


      ‘How much did you pay?’


      ‘Richard!’ She was behind him, pulling at him. Sharpe laughed.


      ‘Lieutenant?’


      ‘Damn you, sir!’ The Lieutenant stood up, the wine quivering in the glass.


      ‘How much did you pay?’


      ‘Damn your eyes, sir! I’ll call you out!’


      Josefina was laughing now, enjoying herself. Sharpe smiled. ‘You can. The name’s Sharpe. In the meantime, get out!’


      ‘Sharpe?’ The Lieutenant’s expression had fallen.


      ‘Out.’


      ‘But, sir…’


      Sharpe drew the sword, the great steel sword. ‘Out!’


      ‘Madame!’ The Lieutenant bowed to Josefina, put down his wine, glanced once at Sharpe, and was gone. She hit him, lightly.


      ‘You shouldn’t have done that.’


      ‘Why not?’ He pushed the sword back into the scabbard.


      She pouted. ‘He was rich and generous.’


      He laughed, opened his new ammunition pouch, the black leather still stiff, and threw the thick gold coins on to the patterned tiles.


      ‘Richard! What is it?’


      ‘Gold, you fool.’ The convoy could take another month for all he cared. He tossed more coins, thick as butter. ‘Josefina’s gold, your gold, our gold, my gold.’ He laughed again, pulled her towards him. ‘Sharpe’s gold.’

    

  


  
    
      HISTORICAL NOTE


    


    
      Almeida’s garrison surrendered after the explosion of August 27th, 1810. The event was much as described in Sharpe’s Gold. The magazine in the cathedral blew up and destroyed, beside the cathedral itself, the castle, five hundred houses, and part of the fortifications. It was estimated that more than five hundred of the garrison died. Brigadier Cox wanted to continue the defence but bowed to the inevitable and surrendered the next day.


      It must have been one of the biggest explosions of the prenuclear world. (Certainly not the biggest. A year before, in 1809, Sir John Moore deliberately exploded four thousand barrels of powder to keep them from falling into French hands at Corunna.) A year later the French added to the destruction. They, in turn, were besieged in Almeida and abandoned its defence after blowing up part of the walls; their garrison of fourteen hundred men successfully escaped through the much larger British besieging force. Despite its misfortunes the town’s defences are still impressive. The main road no longer passes through Almeida; instead it runs a few miles to the south, but the town is just half an hour’s drive from the border post at Vilar Formoso. The awesome defences are repaired and intact, surrounding what is now a shrunken village, and on the top of the hill it is easy to see where the explosion occurred. Nothing was rebuilt. A graveyard marks the site of the cathedral; the castle moat is a square, stone-faced ditch; granite blocks still litter the area where they fell, and wild flowers grow where once there were houses and streets.


      No one, conveniently for a writer of fiction, knows the precise cause of the catastrophe, but the accepted version, pieced together from the stories of survivors, is that a leaking keg of gunpowder was rolled from the cathedral and an exploding French shell ignited the accidental powder train, which fired back to musket ammunition stored by the main door. This, in turn, flashed down to the main magazine, and so the greatest obstacle between Masséna and his invasion of Portugal was gone. One Portuguese soldier, very close to the cathedral, saved his life by diving into a bread oven, and now his presence of mind has been borrowed by Richard Sharpe. The most unlikely stories often turn out to be the truth.


      The Lines of Torres Vedras existed and truly were one of the great military achievements of all time. They can still be seen, decrepit for the most part, grassed over, but with a little imagination Masséna’s shock can be realized. He had pursued the British army from the border to within a day’s march of Lisbon, had survived Wellington’s crushing victory at Busaco on the way, but surely, so close to Portugal’s capital, he must have thought his job done. Then he saw the lines. They were the furthest point of retreat for the British in the Peninsula; they were never to be used again, and four years later Wellington’s superb army marched over the Pyrenees into France itself.


      Sharpe’s Gold is, sadly, unfair to the Spanish. Some Partisans were as self-seeking as El Católico, but the large majority were brave men who tied up more French troops than did Wellington’s army. The Richard Sharpe books are the chronicles of British soldiers and, with that perspective, the men who fought the ‘little war’ have suffered an unfair distortion. But at least, by the autumn of 1810, the British army is safe behind its gigantic Lines and the stage is set for the next four years: the advance into Spain, the victories, and the ultimate conquest of France itself.


      Richard Sharpe and Patrick Harper will march again.

    

  


  
    

    About the Author


    Bernard Cornwell is the author of the acclaimed Richard Sharpe series (available from PerfectBound), the Grail Quest series (featuring The Archer’s Tale and Vagabond), and many other novels. Mr. Cornwell lives with his wife on Cape Cod. Please visit www.bernardcornwell.net.

  


  
     

    Books by Bernard Cornwell


    The Sharpe Novels (in chronological order)


    SHARPE’S TIGER

    Richard Sharpe and the Siege of Seringapatam, 1799


    SHARPE’S TRIUMPH

    Richard Sharpe and the Battle of Assaye, September 1803


    SHARPE’S FORTRESS

    Richard Sharpe and the Siege of Gawilghur, December 1803


    SHARPE’S TRAFALGAR

    Richard Sharpe and the Battle of Trafalgar, October 21, 1805


    SHARPE’S PREY

    Richard Sharpe and the Expedition to Copenhagen, 1807


    SHARPE’S RIFLES

    Richard Sharpe and the French Invasion of Galicia, January 1809


    SHARPE’S HAVOC


    Richard Sharpe and the Campaign in Northern Portugal, Spring 1809


    SHARPE’S EAGLE

    Richard Sharpe and Talavera Campaign, July 1809


    SHARPE’S GOLD

    Richard Sharpe and the Destruction of Almeida, August 1810


    SHARPE’S BATTLE

    Richard Sharpe and the Battle of Fuentes de Onoro, May 1811


    SHARPE’S COMPANY

    Richard Sharpe and the Siege of Badajoz, January to April 1812


    SHARPE’S SWORD

    Richard Sharpe and the Salamanca Campaign, June and July 1812


    SHARPE’S ENEMY

    Richard Sharpe and the Defense of Portugal, Christmas 1812


    SHARPE’S HONOUR

    Richard Sharpe and the Vitoria Campaign, February to June 1813


    SHARPE’S REGIMENT

    Richard Sharpe and the Invasion of France, June to November 1813


    SHARPE’S SIEGE

    Richard Sharpe and the Winter Campaign, 1814


    SHARPE’S REVENGE

    Richard Sharpe and the Peace of 1814


    SHARPE’S WATERLOO

    Richard Sharpe and the Waterloo Campaign, June 15 to June 18, 1815


    SHARPE’S DEVIL

    Richard Sharpe and the Emperor, 1820–21


    THE NATHANIEL STARBUCK CHRONICLES

    Rebel

    Copperhead

    Battle Flag

    The Bloody Ground


    THE GRAIL QUEST SERIES

    The Archer’s Tale

    Vagabond


    THE WARLORD CHRONICLES

    The Winter King

    The Enemy of God

    Excalibur


    OTHER NOVELS

    Gallows Thief

    Stonehenge, 2000 B.C.: A Novel

    Redcoat

  


  

  
    Bernard Cornwell On:

  


  
    I. The Origin of Richard Sharpe (Memo to the Sharpe Appreciation Society, http://www.southessex.co.uk)


    Richard Sharpe was born on a winter’s night in 1980. It was in London, in a basement flat in Courtnell Street, not far from Westbourne Grove. I had decided to marry an American and, for a myriad of reasons, it was going to be easier if I lived in America, but I could not get a work permit and so, airily, I decided to earn a living as a writer. Love makes us into idiots.


    But at least I knew what I wanted to write. It was going to be a land-based version of C.S. Forester’s Hornblower books. I wasted hours trying to find my hero’s name. I wanted a name as dramatic as Horatio Hornblower, but I couldn’t think of one (Trumpetwhistler? Cornetpuffer?), so eventually I decided to give him a temporary name and, once I had found his real name, I would simply go back and change it. So I named him after Richard Sharp, the great rugby player, and of course the name stuck. I added an “e” – that was all.


    The book was finished in New Jersey. Now, eighteen years, innumerable battles and well over a million words later, he’s still going strong, and there are yet more books to write. I thought I had finished with Sharpe after Waterloo, but so many people wrote wanting more stories that he had to put on his green jacket and march again. Being a hero, of course, he has more lives than a basketful of cats, but maybe Sharpe’s greatest stroke of good fortune was meeting Sean Bean.


    He has also been outrageously lucky in his other friends who, collectively, are the Sharpe Appreciation Society. He would not think there was that much to appreciate (“Bloody daft, really”), but on his behalf, I can thank you for being his friends and assure you that, so long as I have anything to do with him, he will not let you down.


    And, finally, time for confession: Years and years ago I was a journalist in Belfast and I remember a night just before Christmas when a group of us were sitting in a city-centre pub getting drunk and maudlin, and discussing, as journalists are wont to do, how much easier life would be if only we were novelists. No more hard work, just storytelling, and somehow we invented the name of an author and a bet was laid. The bet was a bottle of Jameson Whiskey from everyone about the table to be given to whichever one of us first wrote the book with the author’s name. Years later I collected the winnings (long drunk) which is why, in second-hand shops, you might find the following: A Crowning Mercy; The Fallen Angels;Coat of Arms – all by Bernard Cornwell, writing as Susannah Kells.

  


  
    II. Sharpe’s Adventures


    I thought, when I began writing Sharpe, that there could not possibly be more than ten novels in him, but there are now eighteen and more are on the way.


    So who and what is he?


    Richard Sharpe is a soldier, one of the thousands of Britons who fought against Revolutionary and Napoleonic France between 1793 and 1815. He shadows the career of Sir Arthur Wellesley, who becomes the first Duke of Wellington, and in so doing he takes part in some of the most extraordinary exploits of the era – from the storming of Seringapatam in 1799 to the bloodbath at Waterloo in 1815.


    By 1814, when Napoleon is first defeated and sent into exile, the Duke of Wellington leads what is arguably the finest army that Britain ever raised. About one in twenty of its officers had come up from the ranks, and Richard Sharpe is one of them. Is he real? No, there was no Rifle officer called Sharpe, though there was a cavalryman whose rise from trooper to Lieutenant Colonel took the same amount of time that it takes Sharpe to be promoted from private to Lieutenant Colonel. Sharpe is also a Rifleman, a new breed of soldier in the British army who fought, not with a smoothbore musket, but with the much more accurate rifle. Above everything, though, Sharpe has adventures. That is the point of the poor man’s existence.

  


  
    — Bernard Cornwell



    (Material culled from http://www.bernardcornwellbooks.com and from The Sharpe Appreciation Society website, http://www.southessex.co.uk.)

  


  

  The Sharpe Appreciation Society


  The Sharpe Appreciation Society was formed in 1996 amid growing demands from fans wanting more information about the books, television series, the people involved in making the series, the Napoleonic period, weaponry – in fact anything remotely connected with Sharpe.


  After finding there was no central point of contact for fans, Chris Clarke, now secretary, made contact with Richard Rutherford-Moore (historical and technical advisor to the television series) and wrote to the author Bernard Cornwell as well as to Malcolm Craddock, one of the producers.


  With Richard Moore’s help, Chris started the fan club in July 1996, expecting fifty to 100 fans to join her. We now have over 1,500 fans across the world and they are still joining! In May 1998, we held our first convention, where we were joined by Bernard Cornwell, Malcolm Craddock, Muir Sutherland and some of the actors involved in bringing the world of Sharpe to life.


  We are the official fan club, approved by the author, producers, Carlton Television and Central Television. For more information, please write to Chris who will be pleased to send you an application form.


  The Sharpe Appreciation Society


  P.O. Box 14

  Lowdham

  Nottingham

  NG14 7HU

  England


  Sharpe Query Line:

  Tel: 0(044) 115 966 5405


  Secretary: Christine Clarke


  sharpe@southessex.co.uk


  http://www.southessex.co.uk
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