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To Q and Joan





Earthquake Strength 1:


Tremors not felt by persons.


It had snowed in the night, and from five thousand feet the Western Front looked almost pretty. The tens of thousands of shell craters made a plain of white dimples. The trenches, so often just brown zigzags that blurred into the mud, were as crisp as black stitching on linen. “Makes a nice change,” Captain Lynch said aloud. It was January 1917.


He often talked to himself; it helped him stay alert during long patrols. He was leading B-Flight of Hornet Squadron, six Sopwith Pups in a loose diamond formation. With men guarding his flanks and his tail, he could afford the luxury of taking a long look at the ground. Everything was clean. Even the ruins had the decency to be snowcapped. “Jolly Christmassy,” Lynch said. “Well done. Stand the men at ease, sergeant major.” There were no men to be seen, of course. Fifty thousand British infantry were hidden in this stretch. A man could spend a year in the trenches and never see his enemy. Then there might be an attack, and he would go over the top, and still he might never see his enemy. “Fritz would see him, though,” Lynch said. “Fritz couldn’t miss him, could he?”


He turned the flight away from the German Lines, just as the first blots of anti-aircraft fire appeared, and he kept climbing and turning, or sometimes not, until the Archie lost interest. By then the Pups were at eleven thousand feet. He led them east, still climbing, and levelled out at fourteen thousand. The glare of the winter sun bleached the sky.


Not hot, he thought. If he opened his mouth at this height the blast of air would freeze his teeth. He looked at each of the Pups in turn, making sure the pilots were searching the sky. Cold and monotony were great killers.


Nothing happened for forty minutes. Then a tiny patch of specks appeared, in the northeast, far away. Lynch felt the familiar rush of excitement.


They turned out to be four Fokker single-seaters, painted a swirling purple and green. They came up and took a good look at the Pups but they declined to fight. When Lynch got within a quarter of a mile of them, they turned away. At full throttle, the Pups gained very little and were being led deeper into German airspace. Lynch stopped the chase and turned north. The Fokkers turned and flew parallel with him. Were they decoys? He held up his hand to blot out the sun, and searched for an ambush hiding in the glare. Nothing. It was all rather pointless. The enemy formation was untidy. New boys, he decided. Someone’s teaching them lesson one: Don’t get killed. Very sensible. He wheeled the Pups around and headed back to the Lines.


By now a pair of German observation balloons were up. A little shelling was taking place down there, Lynch could see small flowerings of explosion spoiling the snow, and an occasional dot of flame as a gun took a pot at the enemy battery. It was probably just a bit of long-range sniping to keep the gunners in practice. Perhaps it would kill a few men, perhaps not. Boys played with their toys and sometimes it ended in tears. That was nothing to do with Hornet Squadron. But Lynch was bored.


He steered his flight towards the action. He was still so high that the balloons looked no bigger than peas on a plate, but he knew that somebody down there was watching his Pups through binoculars. At the right moment, when the angle would be steep but not vertical, he tipped them into a dive. Halfway down, with the wires screaming like gulls, he pulled out. The balloons were on the ground. The Archie had anticipated his move and now there were dirty blotches all around. It took him five minutes of twisting and climbing to get his flight clear of the filth.


There was still half an hour to kill. He flew south. He hadn’t visited this stretch of the Front for a long time. It might be worth seeing. Maybe the Russian Army had broken through and was giving the Hun what-ho from the rear. That would make a nice change.


But nothing had changed. The lines of trenches still wandered away into the misty distance. Specks could be seen in the sky, but none was interested in joining combat with six Pups. Then Lynch saw another German balloon. Immediately he turned away from it and flew east.


He led the flight three miles into Hunland and signalled to his deputy leader to take command of two machines and go home. That left Lynch with the other two Pups. They began a long dive, curling westward.


A mile short of the balloon they were hedge-hopping, racing across fields, dipping so low that propeller-wash blew snow off the grass. Once they even jumped some troops at rest, too startled to find their rifles. Even so, the balloon was being hauled down fast. Lynch climbed at it and opened fire and saw his bullets make a puckering slash in the tight fabric, and he tipped the Pup on its side to sheer away from dangling ropes. Streaks of tracer, red and yellow, searched for him as heavy machine guns opened up. He imitated the jack rabbit: dodged and bucked and swerved, and crossed the Lines with holes in his wings but his skin intact. The other Pups survived too: the gunners’ aim had been divided by three. Behind them, the balloon was burning like a Viking sacrifice.


* * *


“Brigade want to know …” Captain Brazier, adjutant of Hornet Squadron, put on his glasses. The message was faint; it had been hammered through an old, tired typewriter ribbon. “They want to know why we haven’t made our monthly return of plum jam, in pounds (a) supplied, (b) consumed and (c) remaining in store.” He looked up. “Is this more of your wickedness, Lacey?”


“Just put Nil Return, sir.”


Brazier dipped his pen in the ink, and hesitated. “What if Brigade tell us we ordered two hundred pounds of plum jam?”


“We say the quartermaster delivered three hundred pounds of strawberry jam in error and we sent it all back.”


“That doesn’t answer their question.”


“No, sir. But it gives them something different to worry about.”


Brazier wrote Nil Return three times, and shouted for the despatch rider. The man saluted, took the paper, saluted again, and marched out. “Plum jam,” Brazier said. “Why not black boot polish?”


“They’re saving boot polish for next week,” Lacey said. “You can’t rush a war. You’re too impetuous, sir. It was always your fatal flaw, if I may say so.”


Brazier slowly relaxed. “This war has ruined soldiering. If you’d spoken to me like that in India, you’d have been doubling around the parade ground under a full pack and rifle until you were just a small pool of sweat evaporating beneath the merciless midday sun.” He felt better for having said that. “Anyway, what the deuce do you know of my fatal flaws?”


“I typed them out, sir. When you joined the squadron, the C.O. asked for a précis of your Service record. He had no time to read the full document, rich in the clash of combat though it is.”


That amused Brazier. Lacey watched his lips shape the phrase: the clash of combat.


They were a curious couple. Sergeant Lacey was in charge of the orderly room. He had been expensively educated at Sherborne and could have had a commission if he wanted; but Lacey had studied history at school and when this war broke out he was not surprised that nothing went according to plan. He knew that sooner or later the army would take him and so he anticipated the move by learning typing and shorthand. Infantry were plentiful, but a soldier with his skills was invaluable. There had never been any danger that Lacey would go to the Front.


He had been with the squadron ever since it formed and he had developed a talent for barter and bribery that kept the squadron supplied with coal and bedsheets and toilet paper and Daddies Sauce; little luxuries that made war not only tolerable but sometimes enjoyable. He was slim and spruce, aged somewhere between twenty and thirty – a neat, thick moustache made it difficult to guess – and his uniforms were more smartly tailored than those of the officers. He made Brazier look like a bear. The adjutant didn’t realise this.


Brazier was six foot four and so broad-shouldered that sometimes he had to edge through a doorway. He hadn’t joined the army to peacock around in tight trousers but to fight. He had a chin like a wooden mallet, a nose like a steel wedge, and bright blue eyes, a combination that many men found alarming when they first met him. He didn’t alarm Sergeant Lacey. Brazier was nearly fifty and only a captain. Lacey knew what flaw had brought him down from a major’s rank and sent him out of the trenches to an R.F.C. squadron when he knew nothing of flying. During an especially bloody battle, Brazier had smelt panic and shot a couple of his men as an example to the others. No more panic, the enemy was thrown back, the line was held. It had happened more than once. Brazier never tried to hide his actions; he believed they were correct. Others didn’t. Bang went his major’s crown. In certain lights, its outline was still faintly visible on his epaulettes. Brazier believed that, once you went to war, defeat was unthinkable. Otherwise why be a soldier? Brazier was a good soldier. Too good for some.


“Brooms,” he said. He was reading another message. “Brooms, bristle, stiff, latrine, men’s, for the use of. Wing H.Q. say our requirements are ten and we’ve been issued with forty. Why?”


“Leave it to me, sir. I’ll take care of it.”


“Yes. You already have, haven’t you? What did you get? Lino? Fish paste? California syrup of figs?”


“Canadian bacon. The Calgary Battalion was desperately short of disinfectant, and …” Lacey paused, and looked out of the window. “It’s rather complicated,” he said. “And you have more important things to worry about than domestic trivia.”


“Right. You sort it out. But no crime; understand?”


“Crime requires a victim. I ensure that everyone benefits.”


“You’ll never get rich that way, Lacey.”


“My fatal flaw, sir.” He stood as the adjutant heaved himself up and put his cap on. Suddenly the room looked much smaller. “Lunch,” Brazier said.


* * *


You could see England from the cockpit of a Sopwith Pup, on a clear day, provided the Pup was at fifteen thousand feet or more. Futile reminders like this made France all the more foreign. Hornet Squadron had been at Pepriac, which was a scruffy little village, since the spring of 1916.


In those days, the squadron flew a strange aeroplane called the FE2b. It looked like an elongated bathtub, with the gunner sitting in front of the pilot, and the engine and the propeller behind them both.


The FE2b had two advantages – it provided a fine view of the oncoming enemy, and its bullets did not have to travel through the propeller arc – but it flew like what it was, a two-man bathtub with an engine and wings bolted to its backside. Hornet Squadron was not sorry to swap it for the Sopwith Pup.


The Pup was well-named, being small and nimble and not tremendously fast, and it didn’t have as big a bite as its opponents; but the pilots thought it was a great improvement on the FE2b. So did the German Air Force. Much work was done at the drawing boards of Fokker and Aviatik and Pfalz and Albatros and other companies.


Meanwhile, the battle of the Somme had dragged to an end like some great hulk of a beast that takes too long to die. In twenty weeks the two sides had mown down or blown up or drowned or incinerated more than a million men. The cost was probably fairly evenly divided. About a quarter of the casualties were dead or dying. It takes a long time to bury a quarter of a million men, so there would not be another battle for a while. And in any case, it was winter. Field Marshal Mud was in command, assisted by General Freeze.


* * *


Major Cleve-Cutler was C.O. of Hornet Squadron. He looked perky and optimistic, but this was because a flying accident had redesigned his face: since the doctors had stitched it together, one corner of his mouth went up where it used to go down, and one eyebrow had a challenging kink to it. This new face was a useful disguise, except at funerals. Perky optimism did not suit funerals.


Twice a week he met his flight commanders to make sure everyone was winning the war properly. Captain Gerrish led A-Flight. He was nicknamed “Plug” because he was so ugly; he was also tall and powerful and sombre. Only his friends used the name to his face. B-Flight was led by Captain Tim Lynch, M.C.: slim, softspoken and carefully groomed. Captain Ogilvy had C-Flight. His family lived in Ireland, so he was called “Spud”.


“Dull week everywhere,” the C.O. said. “Average casualties and no new types reported, so Wing says. Weather hasn’t helped.”


“If the weather stays lousy, the Hun won’t be flying,” Gerrish said. “Got more brains.”


“It’s not the Hun I’m worried about, it’s landing accidents,” Cleve-Cutler said. “One stunt like Pocock’s is enough for me.” Pocock had touched down on a stretch of grass so soggy with rain that it clogged his wheels. The nose dipped, the tail rose, and the Pup somersaulted and fell onto its back. Pocock broke his neck, the petrol tank split open, and two mechanics got burned while bravely failing to drag out a body which they did not know was dead.


“It’s depressing to see that black scorch-mark every time you land.” Cleve-Cutler said. “The grass won’t grow for ages.”


“We could plant a tree,” Lynch said. He seemed to be serious. Cleve-Cutler watched him, thoughtfully, but Lynch had no more to say.


“Morale’s not a problem in my flight, sir,” Gerrish said. “Knocking down a couple of Huns would cheer everyone up, but nobody’s complaining.”


“Guns are a problem,” Ogilvy said. “I like the Vickers when it fires. When it jams, it’s bloody maddening.”


“On second thoughts, a tree is not a good idea,” Lynch said.


“Well, that’s all,” Cleve-Cutler said. “We carry on giving the enemy his medicine. More offensive patrols. I need a word with Tim.”


Gerrish and Ogilvy left.


“You got a balloon this morning, I hear.”


“Yes, sir. Cooper and Simms and me.”


“But not in your patrol line.”


Cleve-Cutler went to a wall map of the British stretch of the Western Front. At the bottom he pencilled a neat cross. “Any further south and you would have been in the French sector,” he said.


“Golly.”


“A Colonel Merrivale’s been on the phone. Pop down and see him, would you? There’s a landing ground nearby. It’s all here.” He gave Lynch a sheet of paper. “And take someone with you, why don’t you? For company.”


Lynch and Lieutenant Simms flew to the landing ground. A car was waiting for them. It was mid afternoon, and the sky had the scrubbed, pale blueness that France gets only in winter.


They drove for about five miles, to a smashed village. Troops were everywhere: cooking, washing, sleeping, parading. “This is as far as I go, sir,” the driver said. “They’re diggin’ up the road ahead.”


Simms believed him. “What on earth for?” he asked.


“Not buried treasure, sir, so it must be sheer bloody spite.”


He went away and came back with their guide, a stubby corporal, muddy to the knees. The corporal gave them steel helmets and said: “Run when I run. The Jerry gunners got regular habits, thank God.”


The road soon became a track and the track made little detours around flooded shell-holes. The snow had been trampled into a dirty sludge. Few men were about, and those few were all in a hurry; nobody paused to salute the officers. All around, the land was flat and empty except for a few shattered trees and patches of tired black smoke.


The corporal stopped at a heap of rubble. “Colonel’s dugout’s over there, sir,” he said, and pointed. Lynch saw nothing.


While they walked, there had been distant bangs and crashes. Now a soft, slow whistle suddenly magnified into a howl that became a scream, like an express bolting out of a tunnel. The pilots fell flat. The shell burst two hundred yards away and created a fountain of mud that did not want to come down. The corporal had not moved; he helped them to their feet. “Thanks awfully,” Simms said. The fountain was collapsing, leaving behind a stain of smoke.


“Quick as you can, sir!” the corporal snapped, and ran. The pilots skidded and stumbled. They were carrying pounds of mud on each boot. The steel helmets were flopping around their necks. The corporal was waiting at the dugout entrance, shouting at them. He hustled them down some wooden steps. They stood where they were put and made a lot of noise, gasping for breath. After the sharp sunlight their eyes were nearly useless. There were two candles. Presently someone said, “Thank you, corporal.” The man saluted, and left.


Lynch’s eyes began to work again. He saw a colonel: a tall man with a face that made a brave start with a big, boney nose, then fell away to a thin mouth and a nothing of a chin. “You must be the fearless aviators,” he said. There was Yorkshire in his voice.


“I’m Lynch, sir. This is Lieutenant Simms.”


“You attacked the German balloon? Set it on fire?”


“Yes, sir.”


“Why did you do that?”


The question was so strange that Lynch looked around, hoping for clues. All he saw was dirt walls, a corrugated-iron roof, a telephonist sitting in one corner, a sergeant and a captain in another, boxes for seats, and the usual military litter: weapons, belts, tinned food, plates, maps, blankets, bottles, binoculars. “It was an enemy balloon, sir,” he said.


“Who told you to destroy it?”


“Nobody, sir. But —”


“What harm was it doing?”


“Well, sir, presumably the Hun observers were spying on our trenches, and on any activity behind —”


“They’re not your trenches, Mr Lynch. You know nothing about what goes on here. These are my trenches, and my men. Come with me.”


They went back up the steps and into the dazzling daylight. Now and then the remote boom of artillery could be heard, and the gloomy crump of a shellburst.


“Look around,” Merrivale said. “What do you see?”


To the horizon, the landscape was empty, streaked with snow, abandoned. “Nothing, sir,” Lynch said.


“Nothing worth shelling? Correct. Shells are expensive,” Merrivale said. “Here comes one now.” The express rushed out of the tunnel, but this time it landed much further away, and the explosion merely buffeted their ears. “I’ve lost twenty men this afternoon. Twenty good men gone and nothing gained. Not counting the wounded. Harry!” The captain came up from the dugout. “Harry, be a good chap and take these officers over to Major Gibbons’ batteries.”


It was another long slog through the same sort of mud. Sometimes the shellfire died out entirely for long minutes; sometimes it awoke and barked furiously. Harry said little. Simms looked at the naked landscape and said: “Must get jolly chilly here.”


“I don’t suppose you brought any whisky.”


“Actually, no.”


The batteries were of field guns. Empty shellcases lay tumbled in heaps: it had been a busy afternoon. Major Gibbons turned out to be a thickset, red-headed Irishman. He looked cheerful, but that was just the face he had been born with. “Jesus wept!” he said. “I knew you flying idiots were all absolute maniacs, but is it utterly necessary for you to inflict your lunatic insanity on us? Eh?”


“I’m sorry, sir,” Lynch said. “Evidently I miscalculated.”


“We miscalculated. We should have blown your idiot heads off when we had the chance. We’ve got a nice, well-managed war going on here. Stay away!”


Simms was baffled. “Well-managed, sir? I don’t see …”


But Major Gibbons had put his fingers in his ears. Simms looked at Lynch. Lynch shrugged. Then the battery fired. When the pilots turned to look, guns were recoiling and ejecting shellcases and exhaling smoke, and men were scrambling to reload. “Beautiful bang, isn’t it?” Gibbons said. “I don’t suppose you brought any whisky.”


“Afraid not.”


“Buzz off, then. Fly away. Harry, show them to Tommy Skinner. I doubt he’s had much to laugh at today.”


“Oh, thanks awfully,” Harry said flatly.


They followed him across more snow-speckled mud, to the beginnings of the trench system. It was late in the afternoon, and the sun had lost whatever little warmth it had had. “This is frightfully good of you,” Lynch said. “I hope we aren’t ruining your afternoon.”


“It was ruined already.”


They trudged along communication trenches and into reserve trenches, squeezing past soldiers whose khaki had long since turned to the colour of mud. The men wore greatcoats, mufflers, woollen gloves; many smoked pipes; all wore steel helmets. They had the slack, resigned air of travellers waiting for a train that has been cancelled so often that it might never arrive. The occasional whistle of a shell or the fizz of a bullet did not disturb them. They were at home. It was filthy, cold and lice-infested, but it was home.


Tommy Skinner turned out to be another major, in another dugout. He wore a balaclava under his cap, two greatcoats and thigh-length rubber boots. He was listening on a field-telephone, and grunting every five seconds. Finally he yawned, and said: “Do my best. Can’t say more.” He handed the phone to a signaller. “My compliments to Mr Arbuthnott, and I need a lieutenant and six men for a raid.” He turned to his visitors.


“They’re Flying Corps, sir,” Harry said. “They shot down the Hun balloon.”


“Idiot bastards,” Skinner said. “Bastard idiots.”


“It was a mistake, sir,” Lynch said quickly.


“Wrong again,” Skinner said. “It was a crime. We have a tacit agreement with the enemy. Tacit means silent. Silent means they don’t shell us and we don’t shell them.”


Simms said, “With respect, sir, that’s not war.”


“Of course it’s not! And I’ll tell you something else: war isn’t war, either. Not all the time.” He fished a Colt revolver from a greatcoat pocket. “I am strongly minded to kill you two sparrows. Nobody would know, would they, Trotter?”


“No, sir,” said the signaller.


“Just a couple of bodies. Add ’em to the pile. Yes?”


“Got hit by shrapnel, I expect, sir.”


“War isn’t war?” Lynch said. “Too deep for me, sir. I’m just a simple sparrow.”


“That Hun balloon,” the major said. “It went up every day, took a dekko behind our Lines, saw nothing doing, came down. Likewise with our balloon. Then you winged pricks turn up. Fritz thinks: they popped my balloon, they’ve got something to hide! An offensive, maybe! So he pops our balloon and he shells us like buggery, just in case.” He put the revolver muzzle in Lynch’s ear. “How long is the British Front?”


“Sixty or seventy miles.”


He took the muzzle away. “Lucky guess. Can you have a sixty-mile battlefront on the boil, all year round?” He put the muzzle back to the ear.


“No, sir.”


“So why didn’t you think of that?” Skinner roared. A rat scampered across the dugout floor and ran up the steps and he shot at it and missed. “See? Even the bloody rats can’t stand you.”


Lynch smiled. “What are you grinning at?” Skinner demanded.


“Well … here you are, sir, threatening to shoot me for being too warlike. I was just thinking how odd that was.”


“Thinking? Sparrows don’t think. You flap about the sky and you shit on the poor bloody infantry and that makes you a golden eagle. Well, go and see the troops. Find out what they think! Harry, take them up to B-Company. Find Captain Vine.” As they climbed the steps, he added: “And next time you visit the Lines, bring some whisky.”


The trenches became more crowded as they moved forward. In places the trench-wall had been smashed by shellfire; the chemical stink hung in the air; men in sheepskin jerkins were repairing the damage, shovelling dirt into sandbags. The pilots made room for stretcher-bearers, who were in no hurry; blankets covered the heads and bodies but not the boots. The boots were exposed and angled at forty-five degrees to each other, just as the drill sergeant had taught. Simms touched a boot as it went past, and wished he hadn’t.


Captain Vine was in the first trench, waiting for the dusk stand-to. Ice had begun to form.


“What the deuce does Jerry think he’s playing at?” Vine complained. “Nobody starts an attack in January, for God’s sake. This is just a damnfool temper-tantrum.”


Lynch said, “I’m sorry, we bust their balloon and we won’t do it again.”


To everyone’s surprise, Vine found that very funny. “Take a squint at this.”


Lynch climbed onto the step of the parapet and looked through binoculars, past a fuzzy fringe of barbed wire, across the wide wasteland to the German wire. Behind this was a notice, painted red on white. The setting sun picked it out beautifully: TELL YOUR FUCKING FLYING CORPS TO LEAVE US ALONE. WE ARE SAXONS.


“Sorry about the whisky,” Lynch said. He gave the binoculars to Simms.


“The odd thing is they’re not Saxons,” Vine said. “One of them deserted, the other night. They’re Bavarians.”


“That completes the Cook’s Tour of the Front,” Harry said. “Unless you want to look in on our Advanced Casualty Clearing Station?”


“Another time, perhaps,” Lynch said.


“Well, think of us, under the stars,” Vine said, “when your servant is tucking you up in your feather bed.”


But by the time they had walked to the smashed village, and waited for transport, it was black night. They finally scrounged a ride to the landing ground and slept in blankets on the hangar floor. Next morning, unwashed and unshaven, they flew back to Pepriac.


* * *


There were three guests at lunch in the mess. Nobody was surprised to see Colonel Bliss, from Wing H.Q. The other two were strangers, in strange uniforms: their breeches were baggier and their tunics shorter than the British Army’s style. One man had a small beard, which the British Army forbade. They were young and they wore more medals than a general would collect if he spent his entire career in the cannon’s mouth.


The padre said grace. Brown soup was served.


“Wops,” Spud Ogilvy guessed. “Wops from Italy.”


Gerrish shook his head. “One’s got blue eyes.”


“You can’t possibly see that from here,” said Dando, the doctor. “Can you?” The day was gloomy and the mess was dim. He envied their eyesight.


“The Italian Army is fighting splendidly,” the padre said. He was the tallest man in the squadron, and the most enthusiastic. “The Italians will stand no nonsense from the Austrians.”


“If they’re not wops, they’re Greeks,” Ogilvy said. “Lots of fighting in Salonika. Is that in Greece?”


“Ask young Mr Hamilton,” Gerrish said. “He was at school last year, so he should know. Where’s Salonika, Mr Hamilton?”


Hamilton hated having people stare at him. “Geography wasn’t all that important at Rugby,” he muttered.


“Well, I don’t suppose they play much rugby in Salonika,” the doctor said. “So you’re quits.”


The soup plates were cleared. Mutton chops arrived. Lynch, who had been listening carefully, said: “I know who that chap with the beard is. I just can’t remember his name.”


“How about the fellow next to him?” Gerrish said.


“Ah, that’s Cleve-Cutler. Claims to be C.O. here. Can’t make up his mind. One day he wants you to go balloon-busting, next day he doesn’t. Bet you wouldn’t have put up with him at Salonika,” he said to Hamilton. “Eh?” Hamilton stopped eating, and his eyes flickered in panic from Lynch to Gerrish, who merely shook his head. Lynch sawed a chunk off his chop and waggled it on his fork. “Say no more.” He was silent for the rest of the meal. Gerrish was glad of this. He found Lynch’s jokes unfunny. If they were jokes. How could anyone tell?


* * *


The visiting officers came from Russia. Colonel Bliss told the C.O. and the adjutant that they were on secondment from the Imperial Russian Air Force and they were now attached to Hornet Squadron, to gain experience. “Did you know there is a Russian regiment already in the Lines?” Bliss said. “No? Well, there is. Maybe the Tsar plans to send us a squadron of his latest scouts, too.”


After lunch, Captain Brazier took the Russians on a tour of the aerodrome, while Bliss and Cleve-Cutler went to the C.O.’s office for a chat.


“I’m told they don’t speak a word of English,” Bliss said, “which doesn’t mean they can’t understand it. Totally unpronounceable names, by the way. At Wing we called them Steak and Kidney. The beard is Kidney.”


“How did they get all those medals? They look about my age.”


“Younger. They’re related to the Tsar, distantly. Steak is a grand duke and Kidney’s a marquee or a flower show or something. I expect the medals came with the titles. Top Marks for Pluck. Cossack Order of Chastity, Third Class. Best Geranium in Show, that sort of thing. You know what the Russian court is like.”


“No.”


“Treat them like any other officer.”


“How well can they fly?”


“That’s for you to find out, old chap.” Bliss was looking out at the drab, dank afternoon. “This would be considered a bright, sunny day in Russia, so they should feel quite at home here … Now then. About Captain Lynch.”


“We’ve sent Colonel Merrivale a case of whisky.”


“Send him a dozen, he won’t forgive you.” Bliss put on his glasses, looked hard at Cleve-Cutler, then took them off. “The Corps is not universally popular, you know, Hugh. London gets bombed by Zeppelins while we buzz about like flies in a thunderstorm. Some people in high places think the money would be better spent on more anti-aircraft guns. Don’t bugger-up the infantry. Bugger-up the Hun. Otherwise you’ll never get a better Pup.”


“Let me get this straight, Colonel,” Cleve-Cutler said. “To prove that they need a better machine, my chaps must first succeed with an inferior fighter. Have I got it right?”


Bliss shrugged on his British Warm and picked up his hat and stick. He put a hand on Cleve-Cutler’s shoulder and leaned forward until his mouth was near the C.O.’s ear. “Don’t tell them,” he whispered, “and they’ll probably never find out.”


* * *


Captain Vine had been right: nobody launches an attack in January. The wind moaned over his stretch of trench and from time to time rain pattered or bucketed or lashed down on his men. Their boots churned the mud to a clinging, sucking liquid that made walking a drudgery and running an impossibility.


Pepriac too was wet and windy, but smoke raced from the stove pipes, the billets were dry, the beds were warm and the food was hot. Every night, Wing H.Q. sent its orders for the coming day. Usually it wanted deep offensive patrols, and usually its orders were cancelled before breakfast. The pilots relaxed again. They settled down to a day of letter-writing and poker, of drowsing in battered leather armchairs while mishit ping-pong balls ricocheted past their heads, of winding up the gramophone to play songs from Chu-Chin-Chow or The Bing Boys Are Here.


A mess servant brought Plug Gerrish a postcard datemarked London. He read: Bumped into Frank Foster in Piccadilly. Calls himself Timms now and has grown a ginger moustache. Very shifty behaviour. I informed Military Intelligence but M.I. is not what it’s cracked up to be. Cordially, Frank O’Neill.


Gerrish made a sour face, and tossed the card to Spud Ogilvy. “Hilarious,” he said. Ogilvy read it and grunted.


Later, an amiable, chubby lieutenant called Munday followed the duckboards to the orderly room. Sergeant Lacey was refilling his fountain pen while listening to a Souza march on his gramophone. It ended with a crash.


“Such swagger,” Lacey said. “I am preparing myself spiritually for the Americans to enter the war. They wear cowboy hats, you know, like the Boy Scouts. So debonair, so refreshing, so irresistible to flying shrapnel. I see you have read Captain O’Neill’s postcard.”


Munday gave it to him. “Can you translate? It gave off a bad smell in the mess.”


“Captain Foster was a flight commander. He had been at Eton with another pilot, Lieutenant Yeo. When Yeo was killed, Foster removed himself to a tent, took up the clarinet and blew his brains out.”


“My stars!”


“The whole episode was self-indulgent in a middle-aged way, but then Eton is a self-indulgent and middle-aged school. You can’t dress schoolboys like stockbrokers without damaging their minds.”


“Captain Ogilvy picked on the phrase ‘not what it’s cracked up to be’.”


“Foster’s last words. Nothing, he said, was what it was cracked up to be. A flimsy reason for suicide, don’t you think?” He returned the postcard.


“So what on earth is Captain O’Neill up to?”


“Who knows?” Lacey said. “Be sure to read our next gripping instalment.”


* * *


Spud Ogilvy’s parents had a big house in the west of Ireland and Cleve-Cutler thought he looked Irish: plenty of wavy black hair, a snub nose, a quick smile that revealed a couple of chipped teeth. In fact Ogilvy’s parents were Scottish and he had been educated in England – at Eton, like the late Frank Foster – and his speech and habits were thoroughly English; he had damaged his teeth playing cricket. But the C.O. felt that the two Russians needed to be handled with a bit of Irish charm, so he put them into C-Flight.


Ogilvy found them in their room: half a hut, which was rather more space than two new pilots got. Ogilvy had read some of the exciting bits of War and Peace, so he knew that Russian nobles spoke French. “Bonjour” he said. “Je suis votre chef.”


“Is a long way to Tipperary,” the clean-shaven man said. “Everyone says. Why?”


“I haven’t the foggiest. But I do know that it’s customary on this squadron for new pilots to put their hats on and salute their flight commander and call him ‘sir’.”


“Is customary in Imperial Russian Air Force to call me ‘Highness’,” the clean-shaven Russian said. “Old soldiers kneel and kiss my boots.” He spoke casually: it was not a contest. “But not in Russia now, so …” They put their caps on and saluted.


Ogilvy returned the salute. “Tell me your names, please.”


They gave him their cards. The clean-shaven man was Lieutenant the Duke Nikolai Dolgorankov-Orlovensky-Vladimirovich. The bearded man was Lieutenant Count Andrei Kolchak-Romishevsky. Ogilvy was impressed by their extreme good looks. So many pilots came and went that he usually paid little attention to faces, but these two held his attention, like fine young actors. And their build was short and slim, which added to the sense of neatness. Most pilots were a bit grubby, a bit untidy: the result of long patrols with oil splattering back from the engine and whale-grease on the face. The Russians looked immaculate.


“I’m told you’re here to get experience on Pups,” he said.


“No. Here to kill German pilots,” the duke said. “I promise Tsar I kill twenty-five by Easter. I swear this on crucifix of Tsar.”


“Duke Nikolai is distant cousin of Tsar,” the count said.


“And Count Andrei is distant cousin of me. Tsar chose us. We pledge our blood, which is also blood of cousin, Holy Emperor the Tsar.”


“My goodness.” Ogilvy felt a need to keep pace with all this loyalty. “How is the Tsar?” he asked.


“Very tired,” the duke said. “He carries pain and suffering of Holy Russia on his back.”


“Also in right shoulder some rheumatism, I think,” the count said.


The discussion left them silent and brooding. Ogilvy said briskly: “Well, I’m sure you’ll soon settle in here. A servant will be allocated to you and then —”


“Two servants,” the duke said.


“One shared servant is customary.”


“Not in Imperial Russian Air Force. Two servants each.”


“The British Army has definite rules.”


“Not in Imperial Russian Air Force.”


“I’m afraid my hands are tied.”


“Not in Imperial Russian Air Force.”


Their bodies had stiffened, their faces were blank. “Need two servants,” the count said. “Otherwise filth and squalor. Insult to Tsar.”


“Put your hats on,” Ogilvy said. “We’ll see the C.O. about it.” They put their caps on and saluted. “Not now,” he said. They looked at each other. “Never mind,” he said.


It was a long walk to Cleve-Cutler’s office. Halfway there, the duke pointed out that their boots were already very muddy. “Need servants in war,” he said.


“Tell me something,” Ogilvy said. “Why didn’t you speak English when you were at Wing H.Q., with Colonel Bliss?”


“Wing said nothing worth answer.”


“Ah. I should have thought of that.” They plodded on in silence.


Cleve-Cutler was polite but firm: officers of junior rank were entitled to half a servant each. The Russians thought this absurd: how could an officer be shaved by half a servant? What would the other half do? What if both officers needed immediate attention? “One must wait,” the C.O. said.


“Not in Imperial Russian Air Force,” the duke said.


“This is the Royal Flying Corps.” The C.O. sent for the adjutant. Captain Brazier came with a well-thumbed copy of King’s Regulations. The duke pointed out that King George V was a first cousin of Tsar Nicholas II because their mothers were sisters. What was more, the Tsarina Alexandra was also a cousin of King George, both being grandchildren of Queen Victoria. He himself, as Duke of Dolgorankov etcetera, was a cousin of the Tsar and therefore a part of the British royal family.


“Bully for you, lad,” Brazier said. “But it earns you no special privileges here.”


“King’s Regulations,” said the count, picking up the book and slamming it shut, “cannot regulate king.”


The discussion went on for half an hour. Cleve-Cutler didn’t want to impose his rank, but the Russians seemed ready to argue all day. The longer they talked, the more chopped and staccato their speech became. In the end, he offered a compromise: one servant each now, and a second each when it could be arranged.


They talked in Russian, long enough for the adjutant to clean and assemble his pipe.


“Is agreed,” the duke said. He and the count stood, put their caps on, saluted, and left.


“God’s bollocks!” the C.O. roared. “And that’s positively my last word on the subject.”


* * *


Ogilvy took the Russians into a hangar and showed them a Pup engine on a workbench.


“As you can see, it’s a rotary,” he said. “Now —”


“Is too small,” the duke said.


“Well, rotary engines don’t have to be big. A rotary doesn’t work like a car engine, what we call an ‘in-line’. An in-line engine is fixed to the frame and the cylinders go up and down and make the crankshaft go round and round, which turns the wheels. Well, forget all that. A rotary engine is totally different. The crankshaft is fixed to the front of the aeroplane. See?” He showed them a Pup with no engine. The crankshaft stuck out like the stub of a unicorn’s horn. “Won’t turn. Can’t turn. What turns is the engine. The entire engine whizzes round the crankshaft. All nine cylinders.” 


They moved on to a Pup from which the cowlings had been removed to expose the engine. “The propeller is bolted to the engine. When the engine turns, the propeller turns. Turn it fast enough and the machine flies. See for yourself.”


The duke cautiously pulled the propeller through a half-circle. The engine breathed as the pistons slid in their chambers, and one after the other the pushrods opened and shut the outlet valves.


“Exhaust comes out there,” Ogilvy said. “Now look: petrol and air and oil arrive here, at the back, and they go in there, into the heart of the beast. Petrol and air mix and vaporise and the mixture gets into the cylinders by some technical magic that needn’t bother you now. The oil does not mix, because it’s castor oil, and it’s needed to lubricate the bearings. The bearings are what make it possible for the engine to whizz round and round at a phenomenal rate. There’s a magneto here that feeds the plug that makes the spark that fires the mixture that kick-starts the cylinder that … But you understand all that.”


“No,” the duke said.


“Which bit?”


“All.”


Ogilvy took them through it all again, twice. No flicker of understanding showed. He decided to move on.


He went through the pre-flight routine. “Test the struts. The struts are all you’ve got to hold the top wing to the bottom wing. Test the wires.” He plucked one and made it sing. “Count the wheels. Check the control surfaces.” He reached into the cockpit and jiggled the joystick. “If your elevators go down when you want them up, then maybe some dozy rigger has got the cables crossed. Maybe he lost a screwdriver in your fuselage. Always check that things move correctly. It’s your life. Not his. Understand?”


The duke nodded. “Now we fly?”


“No. Now we start the engine. Flying the Pup is easy. She flies like a bird. Making the engine do what you want is the problem. Treat it nicely and it’ll be nice to you. Treat it badly and it’ll sulk. Might even cut out. Just think: there’s a Hun on your tail. You’ve been beastly to your engine. It stops. Silence. What do you hear next?”


“Nothing,” the count said. “Dead.”


For the first time, Ogilvy felt slightly encouraged. He led them through the start-up routine.


Pressure in the petrol tank pumped up to 2½ pounds per square inch. Check the magneto switch is off, the fuel lever closed, the air lever closed. Mechanic turns propeller and squirts a little fuel into each cylinder as its exhaust valve opens. Main petrol tap on. Mechanic gets prop into a comfortable position for swinging. Now the tricky bit: setting the air and petrol levers. They control the mixture going into the cylinders. Set the air lever first. The exact point on the quadrant depends on the weather. A cold day – make it halfway. Warm day, a bit less. Leave the fuel lever alone. Check the petrol tank pressure again. Too high and she’ll never start, no matter what you do. Your mechanic says, ‘Switch on,’ and you switch on the magneto and say, ‘Contact,’ and he swings the prop. With luck she fires at once and goes straight up to maximum revs.


“And that’s the point where you do absolutely nothing,” Ogilvy said.


They nodded. “Is not difficult,” the duke said.


“Is very difficult. It’s very tempting to open the fuel lever when she fires. Fatal. Do that and you flood the engine and it dies. You must wait. Wait while the prime – that’s the petrol that got squirted into the cylinders – the prime gets burned off. When you hear the engine start to cut, gently bring up the fuel lever, always behind the air lever. The fuel takes a second or two to reach the cylinders. Don’t worry. The engine’s spinning like a flywheel. You’ve got time. She’ll pick up.”


“Where is gun?” the duke asked.


Ogilvy thought he misheard. “Where is what?”


“Gun. For killing Hun.”


Ogilvy shut one eye and looked up at the rafters. “Forget gun,” he said. “First we’ll attempt a start-up.”


A Pup was waiting outside the hangar. Ogilvy told the duke to put on his helmet and goggles. A mechanic guided his boot into the footstep cut into the fuselage, and helped him into the seat. Ogilvy took the duke through the start-up sequence again. “Tighten your goggles,” he said. “Really tight.” The mechanic primed the cylinders. “Check fuel pressure,” Ogilvy said. “And don’t rush it.” He walked away


“Switch on.”


The duke switched on. “Is contact,” he said.


The mechanic swung the prop and the engine exploded into life like a small bomb. Black smoke blasted out and was instantly hurled back. In seconds the propeller had reached more than a thousand revs a minute and the whole machine was rocking and shaking and threatening to rotate the opposite way. The noise was painful; brutal. Prop-wash hammered the grass flat. The Pup’s wheels shuddered against their chocks. The duke’s goggles got ripped off by the gale and vanished. And then the engine quit. A fragile silence returned, scared out of its wits.


“You rushed it,” Ogilvy said.


The duke climbed down. His eyes were watering and he dabbed them with a silk handkerchief.


“I told you to wait for her to use up the prime,” Ogilvy said. “You didn’t wait.”


The duke spoke in Russian to the count. They walked to the nose and examined what they could see of the engine. It stank of petrol. Petrol dribbled from an open exhaust valve.


Ogilvy had gone to look inside the cockpit. The switch was still on; he turned it off. The fuel lever was fully forward. “You drowned the poor bitch.” He ducked underneath the wing. “Have you ever flown a rotary-engined scout?”


A mechanic was handing the duke his goggles. “Never,” the count said.


“Never. I see. Look: you are pilots, aren’t you?”


“Not pilots,” the duke said. One lens of his goggles was broken; he poked his finger through it.


“Captains of aeroplane,” the count explained. “In Imperial Russian Air Force, sergeant is pilot. Officer is observer. And captain.”


“Oh, for Christ’s sake,” Ogilvy said. He kicked a wheel.


“Like navy,” the duke said. “Captain does not steer ship.”


“So you’ve only flown in two-seaters?”


“Russian two-seaters best in world.”


“But our Pups are single-seaters.”


The Russians looked at each other and shrugged. Ogilvy went in search of Cleve-Cutler.


* * *


Next day, the War Office sent an Avro 504 to Pepriac. The 504 was a stable, docile two-seater and the R.F.C.’s best trainer. With it came an instructor and two mechanics and a truckload of spares.


For the next two weeks the Russians took turns to cruise round and round the airfield while the elements of flying were hammered into them. When it was too wet to fly, they sat in a Pup and taxied it the length of the field. Airmen in shining oilskins turned it, and then ran alongside and kept the wingtips from scraping the ground as it was taxied to the other end. When it was too wet and windy for that, the Russians walked to the butts and fired a Vickers machine gun until it was so hot that rain sizzled on its barrel.


On the tenth day, the instructor telephoned Colonel Bliss. “I can’t make them any better, sir,” he said.


“Then they might as well solo,” Bliss said. “Don’t call me again unless they kill themselves.”


Cleve-Cutler had the two oldest, most patched-up Pups in the squadron fuelled and ready. This was standard routine for new pilots; pointless wasting good equipment on novices. Everyone turned out to watch. Nothing morbid about that. All pilots took a professional interest in the ability of someone who might soon be flying in tight formation with them. The Hun was not the only killer in the sky.


The Russians survived their solo flights in Pups. The ambulance and the crash-wagon drove away. The pilots went back indoors.


“Congratulations,” Ogilvy said.


“Where is gun?” Duke Nikolai asked.


“We take it off for solo flights, in case you hit your head on the butt.”


“Hit Hun with gun. Not head.”


“Come and have a drink.”


By now they were popular in the mess. They brightened up the rainy days. The duke played Russian ragtime on the piano: some of his bars had more beats than others, some had fewer, but this only added to the novelty. He liked poker. He played fast, gambled with total unpredictability, and won and lost with equal relish. He favoured a Russian variation which he called blind poker: if a player never looked at his cards until the hand was finished, and he won, then the pot was doubled. “Rasputin taught me,” he said.


“The Mad Monk?” said Simms. “Did you know him?”


“Godfather. Very hairy, very smelly. Had three balls.” It wasn’t easy to silence the mess, but Nikolai achieved it. “Is one franc to play.” He shuffled the pack. “From Siberia. Empress Alexandra saw Rasputin, thought: ah! is special. Like Jesus Christ had no navel. Because of Virgin Birth.”


Simms said, “I can’t imagine that sort of carry-on in England. If our local vicar started playing fast and loose, the bishop would have him on the carpet, pronto.”


“Look here,” Munday said to Nikolai. “Are you sure you got that right, about Christ not having a navel?” Nikolai shrugged.


“Bishop has vicar on carpet?” Andrei said.


“I’m pretty sure I’ve seen a belly button in paintings,” Munday said.


“On carpet.” Andrei was still puzzled. “Is maybe penance?”


“It’s a figure of speech,” Hamilton said. He was awkward, and he understood little of the conversation, so he forced himself to say something or he would have felt completely excluded. “I met the Archbishop of Canterbury once,” he added, daringly.


“That’s nothing. I bumped into St Peter last month,” said a Canadian called Snow. “He told me to come back later when he wasn’t so busy.” A few pilots chuckled. Hamilton grinned but didn’t understand. Ten minutes later he worked it out, but that was too late to laugh, and besides he didn’t think it was so very funny.


* * *


The rain cleared, the wind dropped. Plug Gerrish led A-Flight on a Deep Offensive Patrol. They were at ten thousand feet and still climbing when they crossed the Lines. Black smudges of Archie sprang into being as suddenly as raindrops on a pavement, and as harmlessly; the German gunners were out of practice. From two miles high their gun-flashes were yellow pinpoints, as pretty as fireflies.


Gerrish kept climbing. There was no cloud cover and the air was well below freezing. Each pilot was layered with sweaters inside his sheepskin jacket. Mufflers sealed his neck, whale-grease coated his face. His head was tucked down, out of the blast of the slipstream, but by the time Gerrish had topped fifteen thousand the iron grip of the cold was inside boots and gloves and flying helmet. Apart from the eternal searching of the sky, there was nothing to do but sit and suffer. The Pup was little and light, less than twenty-seven feet in wingspan, less than twenty feet long. A restless pilot, always shifting his weight, would make his Pup sidle and twitch and lose place in the formation. Hamilton was restless.


He was bony because he was so young that he hadn’t had time to put flesh on his bones. Hamilton was still a month under eighteen; he had lied about his age to get into the R.F.C. After the wastage of 1916 the army was not too fussy, especially if a chap was keen and tall. But he felt the cold in his lanky, unpadded body, and this made him restless. Gerrish had put him at the tail of the formation, where his twitching was less of a threat to others.


The flight was nudging twenty thousand feet and everyone was breathing hard, dragging in lungfuls of thin air. Gerrish liked height; it gave an unbeatable view of any Huns climbing to attack, and height could always be translated to speed. Hamilton did not like height, certainly not this height. His lungs could not work on the air he gave them. His heart made a painful, erratic thud. His mind sometimes drifted, and his brain was slow to carry out his orders. His Pup wallowed, because it too was unhappy in such thin air, and he knew he ought to make adjustments to the throttle. The decision was enormously difficult, and not helped by specks of light wandering across his eyes. He tried to see where they went. When he looked up, the rest of the flight was two hundred yards ahead. That didn’t seem terribly important. The important thing was to get some sleep. That was essential. His hand slipped off the control column. Once he’d got some sleep he’d be better. His eyes closed. The Pup gently toppled sideways.


Nobody saw him leave. It was not the best Pup in the squadron (he was a new boy with an old aeroplane) and its long and vertical power-dive set up a shuddering vibration in the wings. The Pup became unbalanced and began to spin. It spun so hard that one wing cracked and blew away. None of the rest of the flight saw that either. By then Hamilton was three miles down and out of sight.


* * *


Harry Simms was a handsome lad. He wasn’t a deep thinker; not even a shallow thinker; his life had been perfectly satisfactory, so he saw no need to question it.


His father had inherited twenty-six farms in Hampshire. The rents allowed him to raise a large family in comfort and to wander his fields with a butterfly net. He had passed on his charm and good looks to his children, and that (he believed) was as much as any reasonable person could expect of a man.


Harry came out best in the breeding stakes. His features were neat and clean-cut; his eyes were dark; his hair was a rich chestnut with enough of a curl to make women sick with envy; and he had the finest calves in the county. It was for his calves that he had joined the Dragoon Guards: their narrow trousers showed off the legs superbly. He kept the regimental uniform when, for a bet, he transferred to the Royal Flying Corps.


His instructors were surprised how quickly and how well he learned to fly. “He’s too stupid to realise how hard it is,” one of them said. This was only partly true. Harry Simms had spent much of his youth riding a horse or sailing a racing dinghy. Flying an aeroplane was simply sailing on the air with the help of some horsepower. The understanding between balance and speed and steering came naturally to him. Arithmetic did not. “Suppose you’ve got seventeen gallons of fuel,” his instructor said. “She does twenty-three miles to the gallon. How far can you fly?”


“One of the mechanics is sure to know,” Simms said confidently.


The day after Hamilton failed to return, a gale roared down from the North Sea. Simms was sitting in his hut at Pepriac, toasting crumpets at the stove, when Ogilvy came in. “Here’s your new chum,” Ogilvy said. “He’s called Dash. Funny name. Not his fault, I suppose. Where did those come from?”


“Salisbury, sir. Martin’s Bakery, in the High Street. My mother sent me them. Best crumpets in the world. Have one.”


Ogilvy plucked the crumpet from the toasting fork. “Got any jam?”


“Strawberry. Made by my sister Lucy’s own fair hand.” Simms spooned jam onto the crumpet. “Any word from Wing, sir?”


“Stand-down until tomorrow noon. Don’t get blotto.”


Ogilvy went out and kicked the door shut behind him. Dash took off his cap. It left a sharp red line across his forehead, which was heavily freckled over white skin. His hair was as straight and as yellow as straw. His greatcoat seemed too big and too heavy for him. “Frightful weather,” he said.


Simms forked another crumpet. “Wrong. Frightful weather is when Wing makes us fly. Now this weather is perfect. Even the generals dare not send us up in a storm, much as they would like to.”


“Oh.”


“What school did you go to?”


“Monmouth.”


“Bad luck. I was at Winchester. And what regiment is that?”


“Hereford Yeomanry.”


“Oh dear. Well, keep quiet about it and people will soon forget. We’re a very democratic lot in the Corps. Except the servants, of course. Private Bugler looks after you and me. Bugler’s a raging snob.”


Dash unbuttoned his greatcoat and sat on his bed. He had spent most of the day travelling from the depot. He was stiff and hungry and tired, otherwise he wouldn’t have asked: “What happened to the chap who was here before me?”


“Nothing special,” Simms said. “Want half a crumpet?”


When they went to the mess, Dash stood awkwardly and silently and waited for Simms or Ogilvy to introduce him to somebody. They ignored him. Everyone ignored him. Conversation at dinner was all about people or places he didn’t know or jokes he didn’t understand. He went to bed early. He was fairly sure this was the bed of the man he was replacing, and very sure that the man was dead. What a rotten way to join a squadron: shunted across France, made to wait, ignored, treated like an unwanted parcel. The wind howled in the chimney.


Next day was no better. The gale brought rain, and flying was impossible. Simms played poker, endlessly. Dash read magazines and waited for someone to speak to him. Nobody did. When dusk fell he went to his hut and lay on his bed. He read a letter from his mother. She ended by asking him what he wanted for his nineteenth birthday. To his horror he found himself on the edge of tears. He wanted friendship, popularity, success, all the things he’d had at home and at school. A bit of fun would be nice, too. Simms came in. “For God’s sake … The stove’s gone out,” he said. “Bloody arctic in here.”


Dash shrugged. “I don’t care.”


“Well, I do. Bugler’s a lazy tick. Someone’s got to boot his backside, and you don’t look very busy.”


Resentment flared, and sent blood tingling to Dash’s face. “Tell you what,” he said. “Let’s both kick Bugler’s backside. Take it in turns. Bugler won’t mind. He’s not very busy either.”


To his surprise, Simms laughed. “I’ve got a better idea,” he said. “Let’s go to Rosie’s Bar and get slightly pickled.”


“It’s bucketing down.”


“McWatters has a car. I expect Munday will come as well. He likes McWatters, God knows why, the man’s all mouth and no brains. Still, he does have a car.”


The only building that mattered in Pepriac village was an estaminet called Roses d’Or, known by British soldiers as Rosie’s an ‘ore and abbreviated to Rosie’s. It had a large upstairs room where there was a separate bar for officers. “The prices are higher but the stench is less,” Simms told Dash as they went in. “And the glasses are washed once a month, whether they need it or not.” The ceiling was dun from the stain of smoke, the carpet was a uniform mud-colour, and pictures of pretty girls, torn from La Vie Parisienne, lined the walls. Someone had gone around with a cigarette and burned out all the eyes. From time to time the electric lights flickered as the diesel generator outside missed a beat.


The place was empty except for a bored gunnery captain, playing patience.


“Met a chap the other day,” the gunner said, “who told me this Red Baron the newspapers keep writing about is actually a woman.”


“He can’t be a woman,” McWatters said firmly.


“He’s a sportsman, by all accounts,” Simms said. “Chap I know got into a scrap with the Baron, ran out of ammo, thought his number was up, but the Baron just waved and toddled off home. Wouldn’t shoot a sitting duck, you see.”


“He can’t be a woman ‘cos women can’t fly,” McWatters said. “Their bodies are all wrong.”


“I reckon your pal was just lucky,” the gunner told Simms. “I reckon the Baron ran out of ammunition too.”


Simms shook his head. “It’s a matter of chivalry,” he said, looking at the ceiling. “If you don’t understand, I’m afraid I can’t explain it.”


“Basically, their plumbing lets them down,” McWatters said, when there was sudden uproar nearby. It came from the kitchen: shouting, banging, a scream. Simms made a long arm and opened the door. A man scurried through, cowering away from an angry woman with a meat cleaver. He was safe: she would not enter the officers’ bar. He sheltered behind Munday, who was taller by a head. She flashed her eyes and fired off a volley of French. Voleur sounded frequently. Also fromage.


“Thief,” the gunner said. “She caught him pinching the Cheddar.”


McWatters fluttered his fingers at her. “Restrain yourself, madam,” he said. “The British Army will subdue this blackguard. Be about your duties.” He clicked his fingers, and she turned and closed the door, quietly. Dash was hugely impressed. Masterly, he thought. Head masterly.


“Come out where we can see you,” Simms ordered. “Marchez-vous pronto, chum.” The man just blinked and gaped.


“Alley-oop!” McWatters said. He rapped on the table and pointed. The man scrambled up. “Stand easy.”


He was small and slight and olive-skinned; but for the fuzz of stubble he might have been a boy. He wore a sort of uniform: not khaki, and not the soft blue of some French units; it was a biscuitybrown, faded in places almost to white. The fabric was as thin as pyjamas. The tunic gaped where buttons were missing and it showed stomach muscles clenched tight. Only his boots, big and heavy, looked military. They had no laces.


“The court will come to order,” McWatters announced. He pounded on the table with a wine bottle. The man gave a little moan, so McWatters pounded some more. “Cheese-stealing,” he declared, “is the stealing of cheese! And I put it to you, ladies and gentlemen —”


“What ladies? Where?” said Munday.


“The Red Baron is hiding in the cupboard,” McWatters told him.


“I see no cupboard,” Simms said.


“The prisoner is also charged with stealing a cupboard,” McWatters said. “How do you plead, prisoner?”


They were all sprawled in chairs, looking up at him. He didn’t know what to do with his hands. In the end he hid them in his armpits.


“I submit that the prisoner is mute of malice,” Simms said.


“Dumb insolence,” Munday said. “Let’s flog him until he tells us where he hid the cupboard. And the baron. And the cheese.”


“Which may be inside one another,” Dash said. “In reverse order.” McWatters scowled at him. “Or perhaps not,” Dash said. McWatters grabbed Dash by the ear, and twisted. “If you don’t damn well know, then stay out of the conversation,” he said. Dash was shocked. His ear hurt. He massaged it a little, but that hurt too.


“I want more wine,” Munday said. “Look: maybe he’s a civilian. Nothing to do with us. What?”


“He’s a spy,” Simms said. “Vous etes un espion,” he told him. “Don’t deny it.” The man was trembling.


“Maybe he’s a genuine mute,” Dash said. He had moved well away from McWatters.


“Well, why doesn’t he say so?” Simms took the corkscrew and poked the man in the back of the leg. He gave a little yelp. “Not mute,” Simms said.


“He’s not a confounded spy,” Munday scoffed. “Did you ever see anything that looked less like a spy?”


McWatters went into the kitchen.


“Well, what’s to be done with him?” Munday said.


“Give him some cheese,” the gunner said. “Poor devil looks half-starved.”


McWatters came back with a carving knife. “I bet he’s got the British Army’s Order of Battle secreted about his swarthy body,” he said. “Tattooed on his spleen, I shouldn’t wonder.” The man dropped to his knees and began gabbling. “You can do better than that, laddy,” McWatters said. His knife slid inside the gaping tunic and chopped off the surviving buttons.


“Steady on, Mac,” Munday said.


The tunic had fallen open. The hammering of the man’s heartbeat made a fast flutter on his skin. McWatters touched it with the knifepoint. “Absolutely nothing to worry about, old man,” he said. “I happen to be a fully qualified vet.”


That was when the top of the man’s trousers started to change colour. The biscuity-brown turned dark, almost black, and this blackness spread downwards and outwards.


“Rotten spy,” McWatters said. “Not even house-trained.” The man gasped. A bead of blood appeared on his chest.


Dash picked up his cap. “Too rich for my taste,” he murmured.


McWatters sniffed the knifepoint, and then tasted it, delicately, with the tip of his tongue. “Not at all rich,” he said. “A simple peasant flavour.”


Dash left.


The rain had stopped. A damp half-moon was enough to show the way home, and he strode briskly, wanting to get far away from McWatters and his terrified victim. Bullying of a more painful kind had been commonplace at Dash’s school; he had suffered from it, he had inflicted it, too. But that was then and this was now. This was war, and Dash knew that there was a huge difference between mere bullying and going into battle. War was death or glory; everyone said so. All the same, he wondered how he would behave if he came across a crippled Hun machine, miles high, pouring smoke, guns jammed. Would he do his patriotic duty and kill the pilot? Probably. But where was the glory in that?


He walked even faster to leave this problem behind, and came across a lorry that was going nowhere. The bonnet was up and he could dimly see the driver heaving on the starting handle.


The effort seemed half-hearted. The engine did not respond.


“Trouble?” Dash said.


“Brute force,” she said wearily. “That’s the only thing this beast understands.”


“I see.” What he could see was that she was in uniform and pretty. Perhaps very pretty. Smears of oil made it hard to say. “Well, I got top marks in brute force at Sunday school. May I try?”


“Keep your thumbs out of the way or she’ll rip them off. She kicks like a pack of mules.”


He took a deep breath and heaved on the handle. It was like stirring concrete. “I suppose she is in neutral?” he said.


“Yes. The oil’s too thick. It’s this awful weather.”


He braced his legs and tried again. His fingers began to ache. At the fifth attempt the engine coughed and the handle jumped. It was a false dawn, but it encouraged him. At the twelfth attempt the engine fired and the exhaust backfired, and they cheered. Too soon. It died. But on the sixteenth swing it gave in and roared like the beast it was. She fiddled with the controls and tamed it.


“You’re an absolute poppet,” she said. “I’ve been swinging her for twenty minutes. You deserve a medal. Who are you?”


“Charles Dash, Royal Flying Corps.”


“Sarah Beverley, First Aid Nursing Yeomanry, commonly called Fanny. The least I can do is give you a ride for being such a poppet.”


“I disagree. The very least you can do is give me a ride and let me take you out to dinner quite soon.” He surprised himself by his own mastery of language.


“Dinner! Well … What a poppet you are.” In the headlights she was more than pretty. “And I’m such a wreck. You’d better jump in before she changes her stupid mind again.”


Sarah Beverley dropped him at the gates to the airfield. He kissed her hand. She called him a poppet. That made four poppets. He knew where she lived, they were definitely going to dine together, she was an absolute corker. Life was looking up, and about bloody time, too.


* * *


The weather cleared, and Ogilvy got the Russians into the air again. They could fly, but not well. They bullied the Pup. They flew too fast, especially when they came in to land. Ogilvy stood on the airfield and fired red flares into the sky to signal that they should make another circuit. So many flares went up that an infantry regiment camped nearby sent a man on a motorbike to ask if the squadron needed help.


Finally Duke Nikolai made a half-decent approach and touched down. Ogilvy, watching through binoculars, saw him take his gloves off and rub his eyes while his Pup’s wheels were racing and her tail was still high. Ogilvy felt ill. It was a breezy day. A gust could easily blow the tail sideways. Then the wheels would try to go one way while the machine went another and in the blink of an eye the whole kit and caboodle would be performing somersaults on its wingtips.


Luckily the breeze had other plans. Nikolai climbed down, put his cap on and saluted. He looked pleased with himself. “The count is less fast than me,” he said. Andrei’s Pup was still circling.


“It’s not a damned race,” Ogilvy said. “Carry on like this and I’ll end up in front of a court of inquiry, lousy with generals, all wanting to know why I allowed the Tsar’s relatives to break their necks. Land slowly, can’t you?”


“Is nice little machine. In Russia we have much bigger machines.”


“So you’ve told me. Now will you for God’s sake do what I tell you?”


“These generals,” the duke said, “on court of inquiry. Tell me names, I have English cousins in your War Office, dukes, only small dukes but —”


“Shut up.” Ogilvy shoved the Russian in the chest and sent him staggering. “Shut up! Until you learn to land properly I will not permit you to go on patrol. Hear me? Now go up and do it properly.”


Nikolai was blinking as if he had dust in his eyes. “This is serious matter.”


“Life and death.”


“I am cousin of Nicholas sent by God to be Tsar of Holy Russia. When you strike me, you strike face of God.”


“Good,” Ogilvy said. “Maybe God will wake up and decide which side he’s on. He hasn’t been doing your cousin any favours lately, has he?”


The duke was shocked. Ogilvy realised he had gone too far. He walked away. Andrei was coming in to land, far too fast. Ogilvy rammed another cartridge into the pistol and fired a red flare. Andrei flew past, waving cheerily.


* * *


Major Cleve-Cutler sat in his office, watching Captain Dando make his report on the health of the squadron.


Since the surgeons had reassembled his face, it was hard to tell what the C.O. was thinking, but Dando knew he wasn’t listening because his eyes had gone out of focus. “No sickness among the mechanics,” Dando said. “The man with influenza has recovered.”


The C.O. grunted.


“All’s well in the cookhouse, apart from a spot of botulism, maybe a touch of anthrax. High mortality rate, of course, but then so was the Somme.”


The C.O. grunted.


“Look,” Dando said, “if you’re not listening, I might as well go and lance a boil on somebody’s backside.”


Cleve-Cutler got up and wandered away from his desk. He stared at the floor. “Rats,” he said. “Hear them?”


Dando held his breath and heard a faint squeaking. “No,” he said.


“Little bastards couldn’t stand the shelling at the Somme. Ran like mad. Didn’t stop until they got here.” He stamped, and raised straight lines of dust.


“What the British Army calls a planned withdrawal to a superior defensive position,” Dando said. “I remember doing it at Mons in 1914.”


The C.O. was kneeling. He pulled a champagne cork from a knothole, put his mouth to the hole and shouted: “Go away!”


“Waste of time,” Dando said. “You know what French rats are like, they pretend they don’t understand.”


“This lot are Huns. I can speak Hun.” Cleve-Cutler got up and took a revolver from a desk drawer and was back at the knothole when Dando said, “Think of the smell if you hit. Think of the shame if you miss.”


The C.O. squatted on his heels while he thought of that. Then he hammered on the floor with the butt. “You haven’t heard the last of this!” he shouted into the hole.


“Exactly what I told General von Kluck at Mons,” Dando said. “And that really put the wind up him, that did.”


The C.O. went back to his chair. “Mons,” he said. He scratched the back of his head with the revolver sight. “What a lot has happened since then.”


“No, it hasn’t,” Dando said. “The same stupid thing has happened again and again and again.”


“Buzz off, doctor.”


“This war’s going to run longer than Chu-Chin-Chow.”


As Dando got his papers together, there was a knock and the adjutant came in. With him was a young man who had to duck to get through the door. “Lieutenant Morkel, sir,” he said. “From South Africa. Replacement pilot.” Morkel saluted.


“My goodness,” Cleve-Cutler said. “A replacement and a half.” Morkel was as tall as Brazier. He had a bushy blond moustache and intensely blue eyes. A fading tan made the most of teeth that were startlingly white. “Welcome to Hornet Squadron,” the C.O. said. “What can I tell you about us? Let me see …” Dando cleaned his fingernails; he had heard this speech before, many times. “If you wish to play ping-pong, there is ping-pong to be played,” the C.O. said. “If you wish to fly an aeroplane, we have the incomparable Pup. And if you wish to kill Huns, there is an endless supply of eager victims.”


“When can I start, sir?”


Cleve-Cutler looked at his watch. “If it doesn’t rain, you can start in two hours. You’re in A-Flight. Captain Gerrish is your commander. The adjutant will introduce you. Good luck.”


Morkel saluted and the adjutant took him away.


“What are you hanging around for?” the C.O. asked.


“When did you begin talking to the rats?” Dando said.


“We’re all rats,” Cleve-Cutler said. “We all scuttle and squeak and breed in the dark. Try to understand that, doctor, and don’t ask such bloody silly questions. Sometimes I think you’re starting to lose your nerve. How old are you?”


“Thirty-one.”


Cleve-Cutler nodded wisely. “Ga-ga,” he said.


* * *


Either from winding the starting handle, or from sitting in Sarah Beverley’s lorry, Charles Dash had got stains on his best uniform. He had also lost his hat: probably left in the cab. His servant, Private Bugler, was more concerned with removing the stains.


“Never saw nothin’ like this before,” he complained. He sniffed cautiously. “Smells like ‘orse but looks like blood. Was you in contact with a bleedin’ ‘orse, sir?”


“Just do the best you can.”


“That’s easy for you to say, sir, but different stains need treatin’ different.”


Dash gave him five francs.


“You can’t go around without an ‘at,” Bugler said. “Go an’ see Sergeant Lacey in the orderly room.”


Lacey was reading a letter. “My aunt in County Cork is in despair,” he told Dash. “She thinks the entire British war cabinet should be shot for treason. Without trial.”


“Good Lord.” Dash was taken aback; sergeants didn’t usually talk like this. “Why?”


“She feels they blundered by exposing the Zimmermann telegram.” Lacey saw Dash frown. “German Secretary of State,” Lacey said. “Sent a telegram. Germany offered to help Mexico invade the U.S.A. and recapture New Mexico.”


“Yes? Pretty dotty idea.”


“My aunt believes the British government should have secretly encouraged the plan. We should have offered to ship the entire German Army to Mexico, where it would sink in a bog of dago intrigue, corruption and folly. Her words.”


Dash felt that he was being patronised. “Sergeant,” he said, leaning a little on the word, “I need a hat. Private Bugler seems to think …”


Lacey pulled open a filing cabinet. It was full of officers’ caps, representing Guards and county regiments, gunners and engineers, Australian and Canadian units. There was even a bright Glengarry. “Nothing here from the Herefordshire Yeomanry,” he said. “But try this one: North Somerset Yeomanry. Somerset’s quite adjacent, isn’t it?”


Dash tried it on. “Too tight,” he said.


“That’s odd,” Lacey said. “Jessop complained that it was too loose.” He took back the cap and removed a strip of folded blotting paper from inside the lining. Dash tried again. Perfect fit. “Who was Jessop?” he asked.


Lacey shut the filing cabinet.


“I don’t suppose it matters,” Dash said. He took off the cap and looked at the name written inside. It was J.B.K. Rickman-Ellis. “Jolly handy, these spares,” he said. “In case a chap loses his hat.”


Lacey nodded.


“Any charge,” Dash said, “put it on my mess bill.”


“Compliments of the management,” Lacey said. “However … may I ask: does anyone in your family manufacture or distribute cigars, whisky or gramophone records?”


“No.”


“Quel domage.” Lacey turned away.


“There’s a cousin in Worcester,” Dash said. “His factory makes pork sausages.”


“Does it, indeed? Here in France your genuine pork sausage is a currency worth more than diamonds. Kindly ask him to send you ten pounds in weight, urgently.”


“All right. Look: where’s the adjutant?” Dash didn’t want the adjutant; he just wanted to change the conversation from hats and sausages to something more military.


“Captain Brazier is drilling the burial squad,” Lacey said. “He feels their slow march is not up to snuff. Nor is their quick march.”


“Who is being buried?”


“Nobody,” Lacey said, “but the adjutant never lets a little thing like that stand in his way.”





Earthquake Strength 2:


Tremors felt by persons at rest.


The rain held off, and Plug Gerrish took Morkel on patrol, together with Lieutenant Heeley.


Heeley was a veteran of two months. He had fired at the enemy perhaps a dozen times, and claimed a share in one Fokker which A-Flight might have destroyed, or which might have disintegrated under the strain of violent combat manoeuvres. Or a bit of both. At any rate, Heeley had seen his bullets raise a string of rosettes in the fabric of the Fokker, and then one of its wings had crumpled, so that was good enough. He was nineteen and he thought it unlikely that he would reach twenty, but he kept such thoughts to himself. His sole ambition was to score one kill that was undeniably his alone. Sometimes he wondered why this killing should matter so much to him, a chorister at Salisbury cathedral until he joined the army shortly before the army would have claimed him anyway. But he had other discoveries to wonder at, whisky and women being the most exciting, and so he took his life a day at a time. That, after all, was how death operated, and death was doing very well.


There was a delay while a search was made for flying gear that was big enough for Morkel.


“I have three rules,” Gerrish told him. “The first is: stay in formation. So are the other two. If you lag behind I won’t come back for you, and the odds are you won’t come back at all. The Huns love stragglers. How many hours have you done solo?”


“Fifteen, sir.”


“On Pups?”


“Eight.”


“Air-firing?”


“None, sir. It was foggy, so —”


“I don’t care. It doesn’t matter.” Gerrish went off to select an old and unloved Pup for Morkel to fly.


“Don’t mind Plug,” Heeley said. “He was born with a rat up his arse. You’re from South Africa?”


“Yes. The Transvaal, if that means anything.”


“I must say it’s jolly decent of you to come all this way to rally round the old country.”


“I have shot every kind of animal that exists in Africa. It is time to shoot some Germans.”


Heeley found that amusing. Morkel smiled gently.


“Is that what you told them,” Heeley said, “when you applied to join the R.F.C.?”


“No. I said I had played a lot of rugby football. They seemed impressed.”


“The Kaiser was an absolute duffer at rugger,” Heeley said. “Poor devil hasn’t got a hope, has he?”


Three sweaters, a sheepskin flying coat, fur-lined gauntlets and thigh-length flying boots made Morkel look as big as a gorilla. The Pup creaked and groaned when he got into the cockpit. Gerrish told him to take off, and stood well clear to watch. Morkel used up almost all the runway just getting off the ground. When he had done two circuits without crashing, Gerrish and Heeley followed him into the air. The three Pups droned eastward.


Cleve-Cutler had watched, too. He felt grateful to Morkel for not crashing on or near the airfield. A pilot who made a nonsense of his take-off was like a Guardsman who fainted on parade. The C.O. went back to his office and found Duke Nikolai waiting at the door.


The Russian saluted. He said nothing until they were inside. His face was as stiff as a statue. He read from a piece of paper. “It gives me pain to report,” he said, “that Captain Ogilvy has insulted His Imperial Majesty, the Tsar of Holy Russia, to whom I have sworn allegiance.”


“Something Spud said? A slip of the tongue, no doubt. A misinterpretation.”


“He struck me. I am Tsar’s representative. Therefore struck Tsar.”


“Bit far-fetched, that.”


“Struck me. I am Tsar’s —”


“Yes, yes.” Cleve-Cutler knew the Russian’s powers of repetition. “Point taken.”


Nikolai relaxed slightly. “We agree. Tsar demands satisfaction.”


“In Russia, perhaps. Here, in the British Army, duelling is illegal.”


“Honour has no boundaries, major. I know my duty. I shall do it.” He glanced modestly at his shining boots. “Not for first time.”


“Duelling is illegal in the British Army. And Captain Ogilvy has sworn an oath of loyalty to his monarch. If he duels with you, he breaks his oath.”


“I kill him quickly. Then he avoids disgrace.”


Suddenly Cleve-Cutler was tired of the whole stupid argument. “You can’t have a duel without seconds, can you?” Nikolai nodded. “Well, I’ll find a second for Spud. I’ll also decide the time and place. And the weapons. It may take rather a long time. I’m frightfully busy. The war, you know.”


Nikolai saluted.


“Where did he hit you? I don’t see any sign of damage.”


“Honour was damaged,” Nikolai said.


“Honour, eh?” Cleve-Cutler opened the door for him. “Fragile stuff. They don’t make it like they used to, do they?” he said.


* * *


Morkel had grown up on the veldt, where space was vast and every day a friendly sun rose in an optimistic sky, and nothing was impossible. He had come to Europe because the war wouldn’t last for ever. Now was the time to seize its challenges.


When the English taught him to fly, he went no higher than two thousand feet, where it was still possible to make out teams of horses drawing ploughs across fields, and smoke from chimneys, and sheep scattered like snowflakes. Now Plug Gerrish took the patrol up to twelve thousand feet, into a wilderness of cloud. Sky and earth were lost. The air was frigid. In Africa and in England, Morkel’s big strong body had performed everything he asked of it, but now he discovered that it was not made for a Pup cockpit at twelve thousand. The windscreen was tiny; his head stuck out in the arctic battering of the airstream until it ached with cold and he beat his fist against his flying helmet. After an hour blundering through the gloom of canyons in the cloud, searching tattered gaps that changed shape as he looked, Morkel was lost. He had no idea where they were, or what they were looking for, or what they would do if they found it. Staying in formation was a waking nightmare.


He was constantly fiddling with the throttle-adjustment, which meant looking down, and when he looked up the aircraft was wandering, either sliding towards a collision or drifting into a hill of cloud. For the first time in his life, his size and strength were not enough; the effort of flying sapped his brain and the battering cold had no pity. Despair began to win, and the enemy did the rest.


Gerrish, his head rotating like an owl, saw them high above and behind the Pups: a cluster of biplanes, falling fast. He fired a couple of rounds to alert his wingman and wheeled the formation to face the attack. Morkel, head down, heard nothing, saw nothing. He looked up and was alone. For a long moment he was too weary to be surprised. White-hot eruptions of pain in his right leg changed all that. Bullets had ripped his calf, smashed his shin and his ankle. He collapsed onto the joystick and the Pup dived, which saved it from the guns of the next Huns. By the time they turned, Morkel was circling inside a large cloud, not because he wanted to but because his right foot was jammed on the rudder pedal. By gripping the leg with both hands he dragged the foot free. When the Pup flew into clear air he got the machine level and he pointed it at a glimpse of sunshine, which he knew must be west. Morkel was a better pilot than he knew. He was also more badly wounded than he knew. A bullet had nicked an artery. Blood pulsed into his flying boot until it leaked out of the bullet holes. Morkel flew the Pup until he fainted. After that it flew itself into the ground, which happened to be a flooded shell-hole. Nothing special about that. There were a million shell-holes, and all flooded.


* * *


The adjutant waited three hours before he told Wing, and Wing ordered the standard telegram to the next of kin, regretting to inform and so on. Morkel had not had time to unpack, and his batman was an old sweat who always left the bags on the bed until he saw the new pilot back from patrol.
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