
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


THE RAT KILLER AND OTHER WEIRD WAR TALES

By Sean McLachlan


Copyright 2020 Sean McLachlan, all rights reserved.

Cover design by Andrés Alonso-Herrero.

The characters in these works of fiction are fictional or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


For Almudena and Julián, as always







[image: ]






	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


INTRODUCTION
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The battlefield is a strange place, a place of overpowering sensations and unreal sights. Men and women in combat know death is close and it becomes easy to believe in the supernatural. And it’s not just the combatants who are affected. Those left behind on the home front often resort to arcane rituals to contact loved ones they have lost.

During the American Civil War, there was a great surge in the use of mediums and séances, something I have written about in an article for Black Gate magazine titled “Spiritualism during the American Civil War”. Every home and battleground seemed to have had its ghost, and many remain haunted to this day.

While science can’t explain these talks with the dead, and rarely bothers to try, some supernatural events have been explained by thorough research. After the bloody Battle of Shiloh on 6-7 April 1862, there were such terrible casualties that hundreds of men were left out in the swampy fields overnight. Some weren’t found for several nights and lay in agony, soaked by a downpour and chilled by the cool spring air. 

As they lay there, wondering if they would live to see their homes again, many saw something strange. At night their wounds began to glow with a faint greenish-blue light. The overstretched medical personnel in both armies noticed this too. They also noticed that those men whose wounds glowed had a better survival rate, recovered more quickly, and scarred less than those men whose wounds didn’t glow. The strange phosphorescence was dubbed a miracle and called “Angel’s Glow.”

The story was tucked away into the dusty back shelf of historical memory, considered a miracle by those who believe in such things and a folktale by everyone else. That is, until two high school students named William Martin and Jonathan Curtis decided to dedicate their Science Fair project to the mystery. Martin’s mother was a microbiologist and helped point the way, but the kids did most of the work and certainly deserve most of the credit.

They knew that soil is filled with microscopic worms called nematodes. These worms like to burrow into insects and vomit a certain bacteria called Photorhabdus luminescens, which acts as a poison against the insect and other types of bacteria. When the insect dies, the nematodes have a feast. Isn’t nature lovely? Interestingly, Photorhabdus luminescens glows in the dark.

So Martin and Curtis theorized that insects were attracted to the open wound, a common occurrence on the battlefield, and the nematodes in turn attacked the insects, spilling their vomitus, glowing bacteria into the wounds. This sanitized the wounds and helped the men recover. Photorhabdus luminescens can’t survive in warm temperatures, which is why we don’t see glowing wounds more often, but the casualties at Shiloh had been exposed to cold conditions for hours or even days and many probably suffered from hypothermia. Those men whose wounds didn’t glow had either been collected earlier or had somehow kept sheltered from the rain and cold. While this might have made them more comfortable, they didn’t enjoy the advantage of worms throwing up in their wounds!

Other supernatural war stories have less scientific, more unusual explanations. During the World War One Battle of Mons on 22–23 August 1914, the British Expeditionary force first pushed back and then was outflanked by the German Army. The British were soon in full retreat and barely managed to escape without being destroyed. Several months after the battle, when the war had already degenerated into trench warfare, a rumor spread that the retreating British had seen ghostly archers shooting at the Germans and helping the British troops get away. There were even tales of Germans being found with arrows stuck into their bodies. Were these the angels of British longbowmen from Crécy and Agincourt, fighting for England once more?

Actually, the truth is more mundane but no less odd. On 29 September 1914, the writer Arthur Machen, famous for his weird tales, published a short story called “The Bowmen” in the newspaper The Evening News. The story was written as a first-person account of an unnamed soldier calling on St. George to save his army, at which point the ghosts of Agincourt appear and start firing volleys at the Germans. The story was not labeled as fiction and Machen had written many nonfiction articles about the war, so it took on the air of a false documentary, a bit like The Blair Witch Project.

The idea of angelic warriors saving the British army caught the popular imagination. Machen’s story was reprinted countless times, and the story grew with every telling. Soon other people were adding their “eyewitness” accounts to the affair, and while Machen did his best to tell everyone he had made the story up, no one was listening anymore. The story had gotten away from him.

In retrospect, it’s not really that surprising. By early 1915, when the story became popular, most people on the home front had realized there would be no quick victory over the Germans. The boys had not come home for Christmas and in all likelihood would not come home next Christmas either. As casualties mounted, people needed to be reassured that God was on their side. The legend of the Bowmen of Mons gave them that faith. It was small comfort for a nation that would lose close to a million men in the Great War.

Three of the stories you’ll find in this book are set in that terrible conflict. All involve the Oxford and Buckinghamshire Light Infantry, a regiment that’s the focus of my Trench Raiders series of novels. Readers of that series will recognize some familiar faces.

The first and longest story is “The Rat Killer”, which while it skirts into the territory of the paranormal is based on a sad reality. The rats that plagued the trenches on the Western Front got so bad that regiments actually did have fulltime rat killers tasked with hunting them down.

The next story, “Call of Nature”, follows an odd adventure of Private Howard Black. Readers of the Trench Raiders series know him as a tough soldier with a knack for tinkering with machinery and getting his friends out of tight spots. They’ll see a new side to him in this story.

The third story, “Sinking”, is a short tale about an all-too-common occurrence on the Western Front.

For the next two stories we go back to the nineteenth century. In fact, both happen in 1864, something I didn’t actually plan. “Dannevirke” tells the tale of a poorly trained Danish militia defending an old Viking rampart against the far superior Prussian invading force, something that really did occur in the Dano-Prussian War. How they try to tip the scales in their favor is something that hopefully can’t happen in the real world.

The final story, “After the Raid”, is tied to my Civil War horror novel A Fine Likeness, although you don’t have to read that book to understand or enjoy the story. It recounts an important scene of the novel from a different point of view, focusing on a character who, while pivotal, is only in the novel briefly. It looks at the consequences of our actions and how they can ripple out in unexpected ways.

“Dannevirke” was originally published as a standalone story by Damnation Books under my old pen name Sean J. Lachlan. It is now out of print. “After the Raid” first appeared in the anthology Spirits of St. Louis: Missouri Ghost Stories. The three other stories in this book are all appearing for the first time.

Enjoy!
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THE RAT KILLER
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Sergeant Adam Hook was the best rat killer in the regiment. 

He’d killed thousands, maybe tens of thousands. Whenever the Germans weren’t attacking, he was on the hunt. It had become his obsession, his crusade. His stretch of trench had the lowest rat population on all the Western Front. Commanders from other regiments bribed his own commander with cigars and bottles of vintage French wine to transfer him to their part of the line for a week or two.

Of course he’d get handsomely paid in the deal too, but he didn’t care so much about that. A new bit of trench always offered a challenge.

Take this regiment he was helping now, for example. The Oxfordshire and Buckinghamshire Light Infantry was a fine outfit. They’d given the Hun a bloody nose at Mons and again at the Aisne, and held the line at Ypres when the British Empire was a whisker away from losing the war. Everyone looked up to the Oxs and Bucks.

But they were useless when it came to hunting rats. Disease had become rife in their regiment and finally the commander of their Company E, a Major Thompson, had appealed for help.

Their bit of the line was pretty typical—a muddy network of front line trenches, support trenches a few hundred yards behind those, and communication trenches connecting them. The ground had seen two British offensives and a major German counteroffensive in the past month, plus regular pummeling from German artillery. Corpses littered every muddy pool and blast crater. The reek of decaying flesh hung in the damp French air. Prime breeding ground for rats.

And they were everywhere, scrabbling up the trench walls, nosing into dugouts, bursting from beneath sandbags and equipment whenever someone picked something up. A peek over the parapet with a periscope revealed that the land over the top was teeming with them. Every corpse, every bit of flesh torn off by an artillery shell, made a feast for the little bastards. They liked the trench too, finding shelter from the incessant rain while feasting on the fresh food left carelessly by these men who spent most of their attention worrying about the Germans.

Let them worry about the Germans. Worrying about the rats was his problem.

When he first reported to Major Thompson at the Oxs and Bucks, received his bunk in a reasonably dry dugout, and was slipped a thick envelope that he was too polite to open in Thompson’s presence, he made an announcement.

“Sir, I haven’t been in your trenches more than ten minutes and I can see you have a serious problem. You know my reputation and you know I can help. You said in your note that you were at my disposal. That’s very kind, and very wise.”

Major Thompson’s face darkened. The upper classes didn’t like to be spoken to in this manner by a clerk’s son, but Thompson seemed smart enough to know when he needed help. Thompson proved this by keeping his mouth shut and letting Hook continue.

“It’s 1700 hours now. Too late to get started in earnest. Tomorrow after breakfast please announce a contest. From the time of the announcement until sunset, all men not on essential duties will devise their own ways to hunt rats. The man who kills the most will win a week off all fatigue duty.”

“Sounds like a brilliant idea,” Thompson said. “And what will you do?”

“I will observe your men and gauge their strengths and weaknesses. Then in the evening I will show them what they are doing right, and what they are doing wrong. Tonight I have another job to do.”

“What’s that?”

“Clean out this dugout.”

Thompson looked around, confused. The small room with its makeshift bunks for six men, lit by a single candle set atop a table made of packing crates, looked relatively tidy by current standards.

“But I sent two men down here just before you came,” Thompson objected. “They must have killed a dozen rats.”

“Which have been replaced by two dozen more,” Hook said.

In a flash of motion, Hook whipped out his bayonet, stamped his foot on the floor, fell to his knees and jabbed the weapon under the nearest bunk. There was a pitiful squeal. Hook withdrew the bayonet and held it up. Two rats writhed on the blade.

Thompson looked equal parts amazed and disgusted. The balance tipped in favor of disgusted as blood dribbled down the blade to coat Hook’s hand.

“How...how did you know where to aim?” Thompson stammered. “You stabbed them without even seeing them!”

Hook looked him in the eye.

“Instinct.”

Actually it was simple observation. In his peripheral vision he’d seen the rat’s eyes shining by the light of the candle. An ammunition crate stood just next to it, so the rat couldn’t dodge to the left. Hook stamped his foot just to the right of the rat, making it flinch to the left and up against the ammunition crate. A quick jab and he had it.

The second rat had been pure luck. Hook had no idea there was another one further beneath the bunk. Not that he was going to tell Thompson that.

The major looked at him with something close to awe. Hook resisted the urge to shake his head in despair. Thompson was a highly decorated officer with numerous victorious raids to his credit. If he spent half the effort and ingenuity trying to get rid of his rat problem as he did giving them more German meat to gnaw on, Hook would have a serious contender, and Thompson wouldn’t have so many men on the sick list.

“Now if you’ll observe, sir,” Hook gestured with the bayonet and skewered rats. “You will see this dugout is a study in filth.”

“It’s considerably cleaner than many dugouts I’ve seen.”

“That may be true, but it still offers a veritable feast for vermin. Look, someone was eating a biscuit while sitting on the bunk. See those crumbs there? And over there is a bit of old shoe leather someone discarded while mending his boots. A rat will happily chew on that. In fact, you can see teeth marks on the edge. And we haven’t even looked under the bunks yet. No doubt the men in this dugout are of the habit of sweeping any refuse under them. Out of sight, out of mind. Not for a rat, though.”

Major Thompson frowned. “The men in this dugout will be coming off of sentry duty any moment now. I’ll have a word with them.”

Hook smiled. One-upping a superior officer, and an upper class one at that, was almost as fun as killing rats.

Heavy footsteps made them turn. Five men shambled into the dugout, looking exhausted. Hook noted that they didn’t salute Thompson. He’d heard things were a bit relaxed in this particular company. Thompson certainly got results, so not even his superior officers put up much of a fuss about lax discipline. He hoped for Thompson’s sake no generals from Army Command ever came on a junket through his stretch of the line, but there was little danger of that. The portly little martinets might get shot at.

“Anything to report?” Thompson asked a young man wearing sergeant’s stripes.

“Crawford spotted a likely spot for that sniper’s nest,” the sergeant said in an accent that spoke of an Oxbridge education. “We gave the coordinates to Battery C. They said they’d give it a few shells of high explosive at midnight. Permission to go out with a section after they’re done and check they got him. There’s the foundation of a wall there that the artillery probably won’t destroy entirely. We’ll set some charges to get rid of it. Otherwise we’ll just end up with another sniper.”
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