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CHAPTER ONE
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29 October 1914

What a miserable excuse for a trench.

Major Neville Thompson watched Company E of the 2/4 Oxfordshire and Buckinghamshire Light Infantry slop the mud out of waterlogged shell craters and connect them with a pathetic ditch that looked more like the drainage system for a country road than a defense to keep the Germans from taking Ypres.

His men were filthy, tired, and increasingly despondent. He looked at those haggard faces, their youthful features etched in deep lines after two weeks of hard fighting on the River Aisne and two weeks of hard marching before that. At the Aisne it had been the British trying to break through and march on Berlin. That had ended in failure and Thompson had lost half his men, so they and the rest of the division had shifted north to the last bit of unoccupied Belgium, only to find the Germans had got here first and were preparing an offensive.

Artillery fire thundered along the line for miles to his right and left. At the moment the Oxs and Bucks weren’t getting any, and so the men feverishly tried to deepen the trenches and fortify them with sandbags. A few Belgian peasants—squat, solid men who hadn’t yet fled their homes—lent a hand.

Thompson peered out across the open fields, dull yellow and brown under a leaden sky. At least they had a good field of fire for more than a quarter of a mile to that line of trees. The Germans were positioned behind them. He could just make out a few of their spiked Pickelhaube helmets through the trees when he looked through his binoculars. He couldn’t tell if the Germans were digging in too. It didn’t matter. The British Expeditionary Force was outnumbered and far too weak to make an assault. The French to their north and south were still trying, and dying by the thousands. The British didn’t have thousands to spare.

A shrill whirr made him leap into the trench, splatting face-first into the mud just as a loud bang assaulted his ears. Another came, and another. Everyone squished themselves into the mud, all but for a few sentries whose grim task was to keep watch while everyone else took cover. Bitter experience had taught Thompson to expect to lose two or three sentries a day.

A scream from his right told him that today’s third had just been hit.

There was nothing Thompson could do but keep his head down and weather the storm. Several bangs burst in front and behind the shallow trench. A shell splinter sent up a spray of mud close to his left. He glanced at the man next to him and saw he was unhurt. Over the noise, however, he could hear a sustained wailing. Someone had been hit badly. Probably had a limb cut off. Men with belly or chest wounds only made weak little coughs, and a head wound kept them from making any sound at all. Thompson had become an expert in the sounds of pain.

Captain Thomas Cole crawled over to him, barely recognizable under a fresh coating of mud.

“Messenger came in just before the bombardment started, sir. The Second Worcestershires on our left have beaten back a charge.”

“And they were shelled just like this half an hour ago,” Thompson finished his second-in-command’s sentence.

“Yes, sir,” Cole replied.

“Go along the line and tell the men to get ready,” Thompson ordered, but Cole was already crawling away to do just that.

Thompson nodded as he watched his second-in-command go. A good man. All his men were good men, but they were utterly worn out, part of a thin line of good men, far too few, trying to keep back a vastly larger force of Germans from breaking through and sweeping over Belgium and northern France.

There’s no chance we can hold off their assaults with this little trench. No barbed wire, barely enough shells for the artillery, too few men, no sleep, and hardly any reinforcements except for these Belgian farmers and their antiquated fowling pieces. This can’t work.

But it had to work. If the Germans broke through, they’d take the railway nexus at Ypres and push on west to take the Channel ports all the way to Calais. Belgium would be lost, the British Expeditionary Force would be cut off from reinforcements and supplies, and the French would most likely sue for peace. It was hold or lose the war.

And Thompson had buried far, far too many men to lose the war.

Thompson peered over the lip of the trench and saw he was about to lose more.

A grey line of Germans was emerging from the woods.
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CHAPTER TWO
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Corporal Aubrey Bennet had never seen a German before. He peered along the sights of his Vickers, watching as the serried grey line approached.

Bennet had just come in from England as part of the reserve, meeting up with his Ox and Bucks pals at the Ypres train station the day before. It was his first time out of the country, his first time in war, and the first time he was about to shoot his machine gun at something other than a wooden target.

Puffs of white smoke flowered above the German line, white stems of shrapnel arching out from all sides. Germans fell by ones and tens, but still they advanced. The Royal Artillery weren’t going to stop this charge. Bennet didn’t need to be a veteran to know that.

Glancing at Bill Reed, his loader, he saw the man was ready. All they had left to do was to wait until the Germans had closed a bit more distance. Half a minute at most, then he’d give his own back for losing Saunders.

A good man, Saunders. They always used to go to the pictures at the Bicester Playhouse together. Saunders loved the pictures, even dreamed about making some himself. Saunders had come out before him and got killed in the fighting on the Aisne. The Huns were going to pay for taking his pal.

He watched the grey line advance. Directly in front of him he could see an officer waving his sword to urge on his men. Maybe it was that bastard who had killed Saunders, or maybe it was that buck Hun to his left. The monster was seven feet if he was an inch. Didn’t matter. He’d kill them all.

Strange, this. Three days before, he’d been sitting at the table with Emily and the children and his Ma. Emily had cooked a big going-away dinner, bought a whole chicken from Bicester market with all the trimmings. It had been like Christmas without the snow.

A few yards more and he’d fire.

That had been a grand time. And now he was here. It didn’t seem real.

Five more seconds. Ellsworth and Hedges on his right were ready with their Vickers too. Ellsworth was a good shot, but not as good as him. Bennet always got the top marks on the firing range.

One more second.

Now.

He took his finger off the trigger guard, rested it on the trigger, and squeezed. The Vickers rattled to life. From down the shaking sights he could see a blur of air, his bullets spewing out at 450 rounds a minute. Through the blur he saw men fall like rows of wheat to a scythe. The officer with the sword went down almost at once, as did a great clump of men directly behind him. The buck Hun, biggest of the lot, crumpled like paper. And then there was no one there, just a hole and clear air all the way to the tree line. For a second he stared at it in awe.

Bennet remembered himself and eased the Vickers to the left, letting out a steady stream of bullets along the German line. Everywhere that blur touched, men fell. He hoped Ellsworth was getting the Huns to the right, but he didn’t dare look away to check. No need to worry. Ellsworth would keep his head.

He kept firing. Down down down they went in a regular line. By some freak of the mechanism a clump of men was skipped, suddenly marooned in the great empty space he had created. Bennet edged the Vickers back and tore through them. Three seconds and they were all gone.

He moved the machine gun to the left again and kept firing. The rat-tat-tat of his Vickers stopped, the blur disappeared, and all he saw was the field, the men writhing in the distance, and the line rent with holes yet still advancing.

He glanced at Reed, who was already fitting another belt into the mechanism. Bennet aligned his eye with the sights again.

“Ready!” Reed’s shout was barely audible over the ringing in his ears.

Bennet picked up where he had left off. The Huns were closer now and went down faster as more of his bullets struck home. He saw each one clear as day. Each blossom of blood on a chest or a head, each gyrating arm, each flailing fall.

A few were missed, running alone or in pairs where once they had run in a dense pack. He ignored them and fired where the line was thickest, where his bullets would be most efficient.

Another belt done, another 250 rounds fired. Reed loaded up again and Bennet saw that the wave of men was all but gone now. He spared a glance at Ellsworth’s portion and found the lad had done well. What had once been a solid mass was now a scattering of men, spread out no thicker than a football team coming up the pitch. One by one these survivors were picked off by the riflemen. The artillery had stopped firing. There was no need.

Another wave emerged from the woods, thicker than the first. Bennet waited until they were in range and mowed them down like the one before. It took three belts this time, 750 rounds, before that wave broke. Bennet expended a fourth belt tearing through clumps of Huns as they fled for the woods. The riflemen got most of the rest.

The Huns didn’t send a third wave.

He could hear the men cheering, their voices sounding muffled and distant to his battered eardrums. Reed, efficient as ever, loaded another belt.

Bennet looked out over the mass of grey humps. Some writhed. A few crawled painfully back towards the woods. Most lay still. He heard Timothy Crawford’s voice ring out.

“Good job, lads, we did it!”

No, I did it. Me and Ellsworth.

He glanced over at his fellow machine gunner. Ellsworth was looking right at him, eyes glazed, face pale, mouth slack.

Bennet blinked and looked away.

“Got them for you, Saunders,” he whispered.

The words came out dry and lifeless.
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CHAPTER THREE
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All Sergeant Hugh Willoughby wanted to do was sleep. He had been hunkered down in this mere scrape of a trench all day and all the previous night. Before that it had been marching, and the day before that more marching. There had been short rest breaks, of course, but between the constant shelling and his new duties as a sergeant for his platoon, he doubted he had got more than three hours of sleep in the last three days.

Not that the men were much better off.

They were digging again, slinging mud out of their waterlogged ditch as shells burst all around. They had given up hiding from every bombardment. To do that would mean no work would get done. Instead they only lay low if the bombardment got bad. Right now their line was being hit with only one or two shrapnel shells every minute. Nothing to get fidgety about.

It was strange to think that only three months before he had been a shy student at Oxford, jumping when a door slammed and never thinking he’d hear a shot fired in anger, let alone fire one himself. But he had fired, and he had killed.

How many? At least five, probably more. It was hard to keep count and probably best not to. Some men counted out of a sense of bravado. Willoughby felt no bravado. He just wanted to do his duty and get through this alive. He’d probably killed one or two more in that last charge, but it was hard to tell with those two Vickers crews blazing away.

“Shit,” Private Timothy Crawford grumbled as he slung mud next to him.

“What?” Willoughby asked.

The bang of a nearby shell made Crawford’s answer unintelligible.

“What was that?” Willoughby repeated.

“The rain’s picking up.”

“Oh, so it is. I thought you were about to tell me something important.”

“Well, breakfast is late, is that important?”

“Yes it is, and yes, it is.”

“Er wot?”

“I’d like some breakfast too.”

Crawford’s face lit up. “Send me back, sergeant sir, I know the cook and can get him running.”

“Don’t ‘sergeant sir’ me. You just want to linger in the rear.”

Willoughby could always tell when Crawford was up to something because he’d act respectfully. If he really wanted something he could even manage a “sir.”

Crawford put on a hurt face. “I’m no lingerer.”

“Not in a fight you’re not. But standing in a watery ditch getting shelled isn’t exactly your cup of tea.”

“If you want tea, sir—”

“Dig.”

They dug in silence for a while, only stopping their work to duck at the occasional close hit. At last Crawford threw his entrenching tool down in disgust and leaned against the wall.

“I’m dying for a fag,” he sighed.

Willoughby pulled a cigar out of his pocket. Crawford’s eyes widened.

“Where did you get that?”

“Remember those Belgians that gave us all sorts of gifts on the march?”

“Of course I do. If it weren’t for them I’d have been out of fags a week ago.”

“This was from them. I’ll trade it to you if you have any chocolate left.”

A grin spread across Crawford’s face. “You’re learning, you are.”

Crawford pulled out two pieces of chocolate and offered the smaller one to Willoughby. The sergeant raised his eyebrow and Crawford quickly switched the little one for the big one.

“Both pieces, if you please. This is my last cigar, and scarcity always raises the price. Rule of economics, don’t you know.”

Crawford grunted, handed him the chocolate and took the cigar. He gazed at it lovingly for a moment and passed it under his nose. Then he paused and looked up at Willoughby.

“The last one? Wait, why don’t I ever see you smoking?”

“I don’t smoke. It’s bad for the health.”

Crawford barked out a laugh. “Bad for the health?” he gestured at the waterlogged trench around them, and at the German trench in the distance. A shell burst not far off. “Bad for the health?”

Ten minutes later Captain Cole came squishing down the trench. “Breakfast break! Open up some tins of bully beef, lads. The kitchen got hit by a heavy one and is smashed to smithereens.”

“What, no tea?” Willoughby asked. No hot breakfast was bad enough, but a morning in the rain without tea was unthinkable.

“No scones either, I’m afraid,” Cole said.

A few men chuckled. Willoughby felt himself blush. Cole had been Major Thompson’s gardener in civilian life, and only the upside down world of war could get such a man to speak to Willoughby, an Oxford student, in such tones. Of course Cole was a veteran of the Boer War, but that didn’t mean the man should forget himself in front of his betters.

Willoughby wondered if perhaps he should have taken a commission when he’d been offered one instead of trying to prove himself by working his way up the ranks.

He tossed his shovel aside with contempt and sat down. Rummaging around his pack he found a tin of bully beef. Crawford sat down next to him with a tin of his own.

“No tea, no hot food, no anything,” Crawford grumbled, using his bayonet to open his tin. It popped open with a hiss and a terrible stench.

“Fuck!” Crawford shouted. The contents were green. “My morning starts with an hour of digging and a nose full of bully gas.”

The private tossed the tin out of the trench.

“Gangrene in a tin,” Willoughby said with a smile, handing him another one.

Crawford looked at it suspiciously, turning it over in his hands.

“‘Fray Bentos,’” he read. “‘Product of Uruguay’. Oi, what we getting foreign beef for?”

“Probably because there aren’t enough cattle in England to feed the army.”

“There would be if they fed us something different once in a while.”

“At least we’re not eating horse like the Belgians,” one of the other privates said. On their march up to the line, one of the horses had broken a leg and had to be shot. As soon as it was dead, the local villagers had rushed out with knives and cut up the animal. The looks on those starving, desperate faces had affected them all.

Crawford held up an unsavory chunk of meat on the end of his bayonet. “How can you be sure we’re not?”

A bunch of the men laughed.

Willoughby looked at the Belgian peasants who had been helping them dig. They were young boys or old men and sat in a little group, sharing out a meager portion of bread and cheese.

Willoughby addressed his platoon. “Men, pull out an extra can of bully beef each and give it to the Belgians.”

One of the new arrivals piped up, “With respect, sergeant, general orders state that we’re not supposed to give out—”

“Shut your pie hole and pull out that bully beef!” Crawford barked.

The man cringed and did as he was told. Willoughby smiled. Crawford would make a good NCO if his service record didn’t keep him from getting promoted. Willoughby gathered a tin from each man and went over to the Belgians.

“Here you go,” he addressed them in French. “Thank you for helping.”

One grey-haired farmer, whose broad face was embellished with a thick handlebar moustache, nodded and replied, “It is the least we can do. I wish I was young enough to join my son in the ranks. All the men of fighting age are in the line.”

“We’re still fighting age!” another elderly farmer said, brandishing a shotgun. “Just tell your machine gunners to let some of the Bosche get close enough and I’ll show you what this can do.”

The first man laughed. “Ignore Renaud. He can’t hit a partridge if it’s sitting on his own front fence. I know because I’ve seen.”

A few of the other Belgians laughed. Renaud frowned. “You be quiet! You’ll see what I can do!”

“Well, a warrior needs to keep up his strength,” Willoughby said, “So eat up, monsieur.”

Renaud scowled. “Don’t condescend to me, young man. You have come over from England to fight and we’re grateful for it, but your country hasn’t been touched by war. You haven’t had your homes burned, seen civilians shot in the street, seen. . .”

Renaud let his sentence trail off. Willoughby realized the old fellow was too dignified to go on. There had been other crimes too. Women outraged, children bayoneted. It was in all the English papers. Willoughby took on a soothing tone.

“We’ll make the Germans pay. The Belgians and the English and all their allies will make them pay.”

Renaud grunted and fumbled with his tin. A boy sitting next to him grinned.

“Not that way, grandfather, this way.”

The boy took the tin from the old man, pulled the key out from the side, inserted it into a groove at the top and unwound the thin metal lid.

Willoughby struggled through the mud back to his men.

“His men.” He couldn’t believe it. He had joined the war as a private. With his social position he could have joined as a subaltern, he could have had Cole’s place as Thompson’s second-in-command by now, yet he had ignored his father’s and his recruiting officer’s objections and enlisted as a private. His friends and family still didn’t understand. When they badgered him as to why, he simply said that he wanted to earn his stripes.

As if anyone didn’t in this war! Even Major Thompson was out on the firing line day in and day out, and on the Aisne had led charges against machine guns. No, it hadn’t been to prove himself, although that had been part of it, it had been to keep himself from being a coward.

He’d always been the weak one at school. Oh, physically he had been decent enough despite his bookish inclinations, but he’d never been good at games and being in the same room as one of the school toughs made him want to curl up and blow away. He’d joined the Oxford University Reserves in the hopes that it would toughen him up, assuming that there would never be a war serious enough for him to be needed. Wrong on both counts.

The thought of coming under fire had terrified him. What he feared most of all, though, was shirking, those daily bits of cowardice he’d seen in so many men. The recruiting officer, a brutish Scottish bastard, had even hinted as much when he offered him a post in the Army Postal Service. Imagine going through the war as a postman! The very thought made him flush with embarrassment, tinged with self-loathing at the knowledge that he had been tempted. If he had come in as a subaltern there would have been a thousand ways to hide in the rear, a thousand little temptations, so he had enlisted as a private and forced himself to be brave.

It had worked, after a fashion. He’d done things most men only read about in the illustrated papers. He’d earned his way up to corporal and then sergeant, and now he was in command of a platoon of twenty men who, he thought and earnestly hoped, respected him. Most of them were pub bruisers like Crawford and Black, men who would have scared the daylights out of him three months ago. They still did at times, but he had more important things to be scared of.

“Here they come!” one of the sentries called.

Willoughby poked his head over the parapet. Germans were swarming through the line of trees on the opposite side of the field.

Time to prove himself again.
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CHAPTER FOUR
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Major Thompson trotted down a narrow lane flanked by tall poplars, equally glad and guilty to be moving away from the firing line. Lieutenant-Colonel Nesbitt had asked for him at Battalion HQ.

He rode a new charger named Swiftfoot, and a fine horse she was. He’d lost his previous mount to a sniper on the Marne and had spent far too long slogging along muddy roads with his men.

The road was crowded as usual, jammed with a company of Yorkshire infantry marching up to the line, and a bedraggled crowd of walking wounded heading to the rear. A motor ambulance tooted by, spooking Swiftfoot. His horse blithely ignored shellfire but got skittish at the sound of a car horn. Horses were like people, each with its own idiosyncrasies.

A buzzing overhead attracted his attention. A pair of aeroplanes circled high in the grey sky above. One bore the German cross and was of a type called a Taube. He only remembered that because Willoughby had told him it was German for “dove.” Thompson wasn’t sure what the British plane was called. He’d heard it called a biplane but he knew next to nothing about the peculiar things and couldn’t bring himself to care. He’d take a good horse over anything with a motor, especially anything that defied gravity.

He let Swiftfoot have her head and watched, fascinated, as the two machines circled and ducked. They looked like flimsy things, yet they swooped and dove like birds of prey. He had no idea who was winning this aerial duel.

Thompson was so entranced by the fight high above that he didn’t notice the low sputtering of an engine approaching him.

It was Swiftfoot that warned him by rearing and nearly tossing him onto the road. Another biplane shot not thirty feet overhead and crashed into a row of poplars by the side of the road. There was an explosion of leaves and sticks, a fluttering of irate birds, and when Thompson had controlled his mount enough to look again, he saw the biplane stuck in the highest branches, hanging nose down more than twenty feet above the side of the road.

The Yorkshiremen stopped and stared. Even the wounded looked up curiously. The markings on the wings showed it to be of the Royal Flying Corps. Thompson trotted closer, stopping his horse well away from the trees in case the machine fell to earth. It would be just his luck to get flattened by a biplane.

“I say, anyone alive up there?” he called out.

A man waved down to him from the cockpit.

“All in one piece, thank you for asking,” the pilot called down.

By now a crowd had gathered, some standing directly below the plane.

“Get back, you fools!” Thompson ordered them. “If it falls you’ll be crushed.”

“No danger of that, the machine’s stuck fast,” the pilot called down. He clambered out of the cockpit, clad in a leather jacket, regulation khaki trousers, and a strange leather cap and goggles on his head.

Thompson gestured for the infantry to move away in any case. More men stopped and the road developed a bottleneck.

The pilot scrambled along a branch, reminding Thompson of a monkey he had once seen in the Regent’s Park Zoo, and made it to the trunk.

“Mind you don’t fall, sir,” a Yorkshire corporal called up.

“Excellent advice,” the pilot replied. “I’ll take it into consideration.”

He hugged the trunk and started to shimmy down. Within a minute he made it to terra firma, stripped off his cap and goggles, and grinned at Thompson. He looked no more than twenty, with the blonde hair and straight teeth that spoke of good breeding, if not common sense. A moment later he remembered to give a jaunty salute.

“Major Raymond Ward, Royal Flying Corps, at your service.”

“Major Neville Thompson, of E Company, 2/4 Oxfordshire and Buckinghamshire Light Infantry.”

The youthful face looked confused. “E Company?”

“A long story and I daresay not as interesting as yours. Do you need a lift somewhere?”

“The nearest HQ with a field telephone would be just the place.”

“Hop on behind me. I’m heading to the Oxs and Bucks Battalion HQ right this moment. It’s not far. What happened?”

Ward mounted behind him and held onto the back of Thompson’s saddle.

“A spot of engine trouble. The Avro 504 can be a bit finicky with dives. Might have taken a bullet or two but I doubt it. The German pilots are poor shots.”

“As are the German infantry,” Thompson replied, urging Swiftfoot into a canter. The staring crowd parted to let them through. “Unfortunately they outnumber us four to one.”

“Yes, I’ve seen that. I must get to a field telephone to report to Divisional HQ about some German reinforcements. You’ll soon be outnumbered six to one.”

“Hang on.”

Thompson urged Swiftfoot into a gallop.

“It’s the German 244th regiment,” Ward said, clinging tighter to the saddle.

“How can you know that?”

“The Germans write their regimental number on their Pickelhaube. I flew about a hundred feet above them and read the numbers.”

“Even at that height you couldn’t have read the numbers, surely.”

“Oh, I used a pair of binoculars.”

Thompson looked over his shoulder in amazement. “You flew a hundred feet over a German regiment while looking through binoculars?”

“Gathering intelligence, I believe it’s called. I’m quite new to the military so I’m afraid I haven’t got used to all the lingo.”

“Have you met a motorcycle dispatch rider named Kempthorne?”

“I haven’t had the pleasure.”

“I’ll have to introduce you. You two will get on like a house on fire.”

Suddenly the air around them burst with half a dozen shrapnel shells. One tore the top off a tree, sending branches crashing down on a burial party digging a mass grave by the side of the road. Another burst close to some walking wounded, killing at least two that Thompson could see. He urged his horse to greater speed. Swiftfoot galloped steadily on.

“I say, your horse is a brave one,” Ward said.

“They’re all skittish at first but they soon get numb to it. With so much noise all about, it’s a matter of their not knowing which way to bolt.”

“How far behind the line are we?”

“I’d say at least 5,000 yards.”

“But those are field guns. The German gunners must be practically on top of you if they’re reaching back here.”

“I say, you’re right. I’ve been so exhausted trying to hold the line I hadn’t thought about it.”

“Can you see them from your trench?”

“No, but our view is obscured by a raised road flanked by a line of trees. They must be right behind it.”

Another shell burst, close enough to set their battered eardrums ringing, cut off their conversation. Swiftfoot galloped past a pair of kitchen wagons, abandoned now as their cooks hid in an irrigation ditch. Thompson’s stomach grumbled. When had he last eaten? Never mind, he’d eat at HQ. Lieutenant-Colonel Nesbitt was an ass but he was hospitable enough.

They rode another mile to a crossroads where there clustered a few farmhouses and a tiny church. They were far enough back now that the German field guns couldn’t reach, but heavy artillery had knocked the village about the previous night. One house was flattened, and several others had cracks and pitted walls from near misses. Only the church remained untouched, its spire topped with a slender aerial. The Royal Engineers Signal Service had set up a wireless station.

“Here we are,” Thompson said, stopping in front of the largest house, where a pair of sentries flanked to front door.
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