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Chapter One

The sun was sinking low over the waste of no-man’s-land when Barshey Gee staggered up the trench, his arms flying, his boots clattering on the duckboards. His face was ashen and streaked with mud and sweat.

‘Chaplain! Snowy’s gone!’ he cried, bumping into the earthen wall and stopping in front of Joseph. ‘Oi think he’s gone over the top!’ His voice was hoarse with helplessness and despair.

This morning, Snowy Nunn had seen his elder brother sawn in half by machine-gun fire in yet another pointless attack. It was now the end of July 1917, and this mid-Cambridgeshire regiment had been bogged down on this same stretch of ruined land between Ypres and Passchendaele since the beginning, those far-off days of courage and hope, when they had imagined it would all be over by Christmas.

Now mutilation and death were everyday occurrences. The earth stank of three years worth of corpses, and, of course, of latrines and poison gas. But it was still worse to see the brother you had grown up with reduced to bleeding jelly in front of your eyes. At first, Snowy had been too  stunned to do anything, as if the sheer horror of it had paralysed him.

‘I think he’s gone over,’ Barshey repeated. ‘He’s lost it. He’s gone to kill the whole German Army himself. They’ll just wipe him out.’ He gulped.

‘We’ll get him back,’ Joseph said with far more certainty than he felt. ‘He might have been taken to the first-aid post. Have you—’

‘Oi looked,’ Barshey interrupted him. ‘And in the cook-house, and Oi looked in all the dugouts and the holes big enough for anyone to crawl in. He’s gone over the top, Captain Reavley.’

Joseph’s stomach clenched. It was pointless to cling on to hope they both knew was futile. ‘You go north, I’ll go south,’ he said briefly. ‘But be careful! Don’t get yourself killed for nothing!’

Barshey gave a bark of laughter so harsh it was almost a sob, and turned away.

Joseph started in the opposite direction, south and west towards the place where a man could most easily go over the parapet and find the shelter of what was left of the trees, shell-torn, blackened and mostly leafless, even now in full summer. He asked every man he passed.

‘Evenin’, Chaplain,’ the sentry said quietly from his position on the fire-step, peering forward into the gathering gloom. The German guns were rumbling sullenly, starting the night’s barrage, flashes from their muzzles red. The British answered. There were Canadian and Australian regiments up in this section too.

‘Evening,’ Joseph answered. ‘Seen Snowy Nunn?’ He  had too little time to afford discretion. Now grief had shattered all sense of self-preservation.

Of course Snowy had seen men killed before: burned, drowned, gassed, frozen or blown to pieces; some caught on the wire and riddled with bullets. But when it was your own brother there was something that tore you in an inner way that nothing else could reach. Tucky had been his childhood friend and protector, the companion in his first adventures stealing apples, the one who had told him his original, daring jokes, who had stood up for him in the school playground. It was as if half his own life had been destroyed obscenely right in front of him.

Joseph had seen Snowy’s face, and known that when the first numbing shock wore off, his emotion would turn to rage. He had just expected it to take longer.

‘Have you seen him?’ Joseph asked the sentry again, this time more sharply.

‘Don’t know, Captain Reavley,’ the sentry answered. ‘Oi bin watching forward.’

‘He hasn’t done anything,’ Joseph said, clenching his teeth to keep control of the helplessness rising inside him. ‘I want to get to him before he does!’

He knew what the man was protecting. Joseph was an officer and a priest, tied to the command by both rank and conviction. There were whispers that men in the French Army had already mutinied, said they would hold their positions but not launch any attack. They had demanded improved rations, leave, and whatever humanity of treatment was possible in this universal misery. Thousands had been charged, and over four hundred had  been sentenced to death, but so far apparently very few had actually faced the firing squad.

In the British Army, the losses had been equally appalling. Men were exhausted and morale was low. Now there was talk of another push forward against the German lines but there was no heart left for it. Everyone had seen too many friends dead or crippled to gain a few yards of clay, and nothing had changed, except the numbers of the dead. The sentry’s sympathies were with the men, and he was afraid.

‘Please!’ Joseph said urgently. ‘His brother was killed and he’s in a bad way. I need to find him.’

‘And tell him what?’ the sentry said raspingly, turning at last to face Joseph. ‘That there’s a God up there who loves us and it’ll turn out all right in the end?’ His voice was raw with misery.

Joseph had not told anybody that in a long time. He did not even want to trust his own belief in it. Certainly such words were no help. Young men of nineteen or twenty, who had been sent out to die in a hell those at home could not even imagine, did not want to be told by a priest almost twice their age, who had at least had a chance at life, that God loved them in spite of every evidence to the contrary.

‘I just want to stop him doing something stupid before he’s had time to think,’ Joseph said aloud. ‘I know his mother. I’d like to get one son back to her.’

The sentry did not answer. He turned back to face over the parapet again. The sky was fading into a soft, bright peach trailed across by a wisp of scarlet cloud, still burning  in the sun. There were a few naked trees in Railway Wood to the west, silhouetted black against the hot colour, more ahead over the German lines beyond Glencorse and Polygon Woods. That was the direction towards which they’d mount the attack.

‘Oi don’t know,’ the sentry said at last. ‘But you could troy Zoave Wood.’ He jerked his hand to the right. ‘There’s one or two decent places over there you could sit boi yourself. If that was what you wanted.’

‘Thank you.’ Joseph moved on quickly. Ahead of him he heard rats’ feet scraping along the boards. The trenches were full of them, millions scavenging among the unburied dead. Men went out at night, Joseph often among them, and brought back the bodies, the living first, then what dead they could.

He passed the dugouts off the side where stretchers and extra first-aid supplies were kept, although each man was supposed to carry with him at least the basics to staunch a wound. It was getting dark, and occasionally star shells burst above, briefly lighting the mud with a yellow-white glare, leaving men in momentary blindness afterwards.

Joseph still did not know what he was going to say to Snowy when he found him. Perhaps there was nothing more he could do than be there, sit with him in the long, agonized silence. Snowy probably would not ask him the impossible questions. He had ceased to imagine there were any answers, and certainly none that Joseph knew. Snowy was over twenty, a veteran. Most of these boys coming out now had been taken from the schoolroom. When they were broken and dying it was their mothers they called  for, not God. What was there to say to God, out here? Joseph was not sure how many people believed in such a being any more; if He was there, then He was just as helpless as everyone else.

The trench walls were deep here, the sides firmly riveted with wood.

Joseph passed a couple of men squatting on their heels over a dixie can of tea.

‘Seen Snowy Nunn?’ he asked, stopping beside them.

One lifted a pale face, smeared with mud, a long scar across his cheek. ‘Sorry, Cap’n, not lately, poor sod. Tucky were a good chap.’ There was no horror in his voice and his eyes stared beyond Joseph into a distance no one else could see.

‘Thanks, Nobby,’ Joseph acknowledged, and moved on quickly.

There were more sentries, a group of men telling tall stories to each other, and laughing. Somebody was singing a music-hall song, with alterations to the words, which even a couple of years ago would have been judged obscene.

Joseph passed an officer’s dugout, its entrance down steep steps. It was narrow as a tomb, but at least it was safe from sniper fire, and in the winter as warm as anyone could be in the frozen earth. He emerged from the confining walls of the trench into Zoave Wood. Most of the trees here were blasted or burned, but a few still had leaves. Beneath them the earth that normally was covered with undergrowth was trampled flat. The front line passed right through what was left of the wood.

He stood close to the trunk of the nearest tree and felt its rough bark against his back. If Snowy were here, in these few acres behind the line, it was just a matter of walking quietly, crisscrossing them like a gamekeeper looking for a poacher. Except that Snowy would probably be motionless in his grief, alone, growing cold even in this summer night because he was exhausted not in body, but in heart. Perhaps he was consumed by that terrible, inexplicable guilt that survivors feel when for no reason at all they live on after those they loved have died.

Joseph started to walk, placing his feet on the bare ground softly. The wind stirred in the few leaves left, and shadows flickered, but he could hear nothing else above the noise of the guns. It was a warm night and the stench of the dead, mixed with that of the latrines, was thick in his throat, although these days he hardly noticed it. It was there all the time. You had to get right away from the lines, into one of the towns, perhaps in an estaminet, and smell cheese and wine and sweat before you lost it. There were plenty of them in places like Poperinge, Armentières and the small villages within a few miles.

Something moved to his right. It must be a soldier. There were no animals left, and even birds would not come this close to the lines. He turned towards it and walked zigzag from tree to tree. It was a while before he saw the movement again. It was not Snowy - the figure was too tall.

The sky was completely dark now, the only light coming from gun flashes and star flares. They made the trees black and filled the spaces between with jagged, uncertain  shadows as the rising wind swayed the branches to and fro. The summer heat could not last. It would probably rain soon, maybe a thunderstorm. That would clear the air.

Joseph almost stumbled on them: five men sitting in a slight hollow, facing each other and talking, each dragging on a cigarette, the brief glow marking their positions and momentarily showing a cheek or the outline of nose and brow. At first, he could not hear the words, but at least one of the low, emotion-charged voices was familiar: it was Edgar Morel, one of his own students from Cambridge days.

Joseph dropped down to his hands and knees to be less obvious, and crept forward soundlessly, keeping his movement steady so he didn’t catch anyone’s eye.

Morel drew on his cigarette again. The burning tobacco glowed red, showing his gaunt features and wide, dark eyes. He was speaking urgently and the anger in him was clear in the rigid lines of his shoulders and chest as he leaned forward. His captain’s insignia gleamed for a moment, then the darkness returned and the smoke he blew out was almost invisible. Joseph could smell it more than see it.

‘They’re going to send us over the top again, towards Passchendaele,’ Morel said harshly. ‘Thousands of us - not just us, but Canadians, French and Aussies too. It’s all just as bloody hopeless as it’s always been. Jerry’ll pick us off by the hundred. It’ll wipe us out. There’s almost nothing left of us already.’

‘They’re all barking mad!’ John Geddes said bitterly. He  was a lance-corporal with a long, thin face. His hand holding his cigarette was shaking. It could have been nerves, or shell shock.

Somebody else lit another and passed it across. The man who took it thanked him and gave a long drag, then coughed. Joseph stiffened, his stomach knotting. It was Snowy Nunn. Joseph could not see the white-blond hair under his helmet, but he recognized his voice.

‘They’ve bin saying all summer that we’re going,’ the fourth man said wearily. ‘Can’t make up their bloody minds. But when did they ever know their arse from their elbows anyhow?’

‘March the twenty-first, like clockwork,’ Snowy said quietly. ‘First day of spring, an’ over we go. They must think Jerry doesn’t have a calendar, or something.’ He took in a deep, rasping breath, his eyes filled with tears. ‘What for? What’s the point?’ He stopped, his voice choking off.

The man next to him reached out and put a hand on his shoulder.

‘The question is, what are we going to do about it?’ Morel looked from one to the other of them, the expression on his face invisible in the darkness, except for his mouth, an angry line in the glow of his cigarette. ‘Are you willing to be driven over the top to get slaughtered for no bloody reason at all? The French aren’t, God help them.’

There was a bark of laughter. ‘You reckon it’s better to be tried and shot by your own? You’re just as dead, and your family’s got to live with the shame.’

‘It’s show,’ Morel argued. ‘The French aren’t going to  shoot more than a dozen or two. But that isn’t the point.’ He leaned forward, his body no more than a deeper shadow in the gloom. He spoke with intense earnestness. ‘Jerry’s a hell of a lot better prepared for us than we thought.’

‘How d’you know that?’ Geddes demanded. ‘What makes you God Almighty? Not that I’ve got any time for generals, or anybody else who thinks he’s better than his neighbour ’cos he was born with a silver spoon in his mouth.’

‘Because I was questioning a prisoner a couple of days ago,’ Morel answered sharply. ‘The Germans know we’re coming.’

‘I forgot you speak bloody Kraut,’ Geddes said angrily. ‘Is that what you went to Cambridge for?’

A voice in the darkness told him to shut up.

‘The point is, I do,’ Morel answered.

‘The point is, did you tell anyone?’ one of the others asked. ‘Like Penhaligon, for example.’

‘Of course I did!’ Morel spat. ‘And he passed it on up. But they don’t want to know. Most of us are going to die anyway,’ he went on urgently. ‘I’d rather go for a cause I believe in than be sent over the top because some damn fool general can’t think of anything except the same futile slaughter, year after year, no matter what the intelligence tells him. We’re no closer to winning than we were in nineteen fourteen. I’m not sure that the Germans are our real enemies. Are you? You’ve fought opposite them for the last three years, captured some of them. I’m not the only one who’s talked to them. Our sappers have been in tunnels so close under their lines they can hear them talking at  night. What about? Killing us? No, they aren’t! Ask any of the sappers - they’ll tell you they talk about their homes, their families, what they want to do after the war, if they live through it. They talk about friends, who’s been killed or wounded, how hungry they are, how cold, how damn wet! They make rotten jokes just like ours. And they sing, mostly sad songs.’

No one argued.

‘I don’t hate them,’ Morel went on. ‘If I had the choice, I’d let them all go back to the towns and villages where they belong. I hate the bastards that sent them. What if we copied the French, and told the generals to fight their own bloody war? We’re going home too.’

There was a stunned silence.

‘You can’t do that,’ Snowy said at last. ‘It’s mutiny.’

‘Afraid of being shot?’ Geddes asked sarcastically. ‘Then you’re in the wrong place, son. An’ you know that as well as I do.’

Snowy did not answer. He sat without moving, his head bent.

‘I’ll fight for what I believe in,’ Morel went on. ‘It isn’t this senseless death. The land stinks of it! The best men of our generation are sacrificed for nothing! The generals commanding this farce haven’t any more idea of what they’re doing than their poor bloody horses have! Somebody’s got to stop it while there’s still anyone alive to care.’

Joseph was sick at heart, and his legs were cramped where he was crouching to the earth. He had felt the anger in the men for months, the growing helplessness since the  summer last year, but still he had not expected anything so overt, not from a man like Morel. He had known him since 1913, when Joseph had first come back home to Cambridge after Eleanor’s death had left him too crippled in faith to lead a parish any more. He had retreated into teaching. The theory in academic study of Biblical languages was so much easier than trying to face the crises of love and faith, doubt, loss and disillusion that were part of the practice of religion.

He moved his leg, kneading the muscle to get rid of the pain. He should have realized that if anyone finally rebelled against the slaughter it would be Morel. Joseph’s job had been to try to teach eager, intelligent young men such as he to think for themselves! University was only partly about acquiring knowledge. Mostly it was about learning how to use the mind, refine the processes of thought.

He felt the steel against his cheek, cold as ice. He froze. Somehow the Germans had got a raiding party through the lines. Then he realized that if that were true then the men smoking a few yards from him would have been the first to be seen. He relaxed and tried to turn to see who it was, but the pressure increased.

Morel stood up and came towards him. He stopped about five feet away and struck a match. It flared for only a moment before the breeze blew it out, but long enough for him to recognize Joseph.

‘What are you doing here, Captain Reavley?’ he said coldly.

The rifle barrel moved away from his cheek, now that  the man holding it knew who he was, and Joseph rose to his feet also, easing his aching muscles. It was strange how, in the broken woods, earth bare even in high summer, they faced each other like strangers. All memory of being master and pupil had vanished.

There was no corresponding ease in Morel’s stance. His face was almost invisible. It raced through Joseph’s mind to behave as if he had heard nothing of their talk of mutiny, but he knew Morel would not believe him. Even were it true, he could not afford to take the risk.

‘Captain Reavley?’ Morel repeated, his voice harder.

‘I was looking for Snowy Nunn,’ Joseph replied. He was of equal rank to Morel and he was several years older, but he was a non-combatant, a chaplain rather than a fighting soldier. And perhaps out here in the wood, without a gun, that was irrelevant anyway. If these men were really thinking about mutiny then all discipline and respect for rank were already gone. Would Morel shoot a chaplain, a man he had known for years?

Death was all around them, hundreds of men, sometimes even thousands every day. What did one more matter? Unless it was your brother - like Tucky Nunn? Then it ate inside you with a grief almost like madness, as if your own life were being torn apart. Friendship was the only sanity left.

‘I know he came out this way,’ Joseph went on.

‘Come to say a prayer?’ Morel asked sarcastically, his voice shaking a little now. ‘Don’t waste your time, Captain. God’s gone home; the Devil is master here. Don’t bother telling Snowy that - he knows.’

Should Joseph try to placate him? No, that idea was distasteful. ‘Don’t decide for me what I am going to say, Morel,’ he responded curtly. ‘That is arrogant and offensive.’

A star shell went up and burst with a brief flare, showing the slight surprise on Morel’s face, and then the anger. ‘And you were just . . .’ the rest of whatever Morel said was lost in the roar of gunfire less than fifty yards away. The light died and the men were in total darkness again.

Joseph made up his mind quickly. ‘Are you planning mutiny, Morel?’

‘So you heard!’ Morel said bitterly. ‘I think you’d have left me some doubt. That wasn’t very clever, Chaplain. I should have realized that, when it came to it, you were just as stupid as the rest. I used to admire you so much.’ There was a regret in him now, a sense of loss so deep it was as if all the world he had loved had finally slipped from his grasp, the very last vestige gone in this ultimate disillusion.

‘You called me “Chaplain”,’ Joseph reminded him. ‘Had you forgotten I am a priest? What you tell me in confidence I cannot repeat to anyone at all.’ He breathed in and out quickly. ‘Let’s see how stupid you are, Morel.’

Snowy had stood up as well, but he did not move. He was facing towards them although it was impossible to tell how clearly he could see them.

‘Not stupid enough to trust one chaplain with a loyal conscience and not enough brains to see that this is just a futile slaughter now.’ Morel’s voice was sharp with emotion. ‘We won’t win, we’ll die for nothing. Well, I  won’t! I care, Chaplain, whether you do or not! I won’t see these men sacrificed on the altar of some idiot general’s vanity. I don’t believe in God. If He existed, He would put a stop to this. It’s obscene!’ He spat the word as if it were filth on his lips. ‘But I care about my men, not just the Cambridgeshires, but all of them. We’ve already lost Lanty and Bibby Nunn, Plugger Arnold, Doughy Ward, Chicken Hagger, Charlie Gee, Reg and Arthur.’ His voice dropped. ‘And Sam Wetherall. The only good I know of is to be sane, not to kill and not to be killed.’

‘That would be best,’ Joseph agreed, struggling to keep himself steady. Morel had named all the men from his own village, and his close friend, deliberately. ‘But that’s not on offer right now,’ he said. ‘Your choice is whether to trust me and let me walk away, or shoot me, and then shoot all the others who saw you do it. Is that what you want for them?’

‘I won’t shoot them!’ Morel said derisively. ‘They’re in it just as much as I am.’

‘Oi in’t,’ Snowy said from close to Morel’s back. ‘Not if you shoot Captain Reavley, Oi’m not. That’s murder.’

Joseph waited. There was a lull in the gunfire and he could hear the wind sighing in the branches. Then the crackle of machine guns burst out again, and the deeper roar of the heavier shells from far behind the lines. One exploded five hundred yards away, sending the earth flying forty feet into the air.

‘Some poor bastard’s got it,’ Morel said quietly. ‘Aussies along that way. I like the Aussies. They don’t take damn stupid orders from anybody. Did you hear about them  striking up their band every time the sergeant told our boys to drill in the sun, just to keep them busy? The Aussies couldn’t play “God Save the King” to save themselves, but they made such a row banging and squealing on every instrument there is that the sergeant had to give up. I hope that’s true.’

‘Yes, I heard,’ Joseph answered. He smiled with a bitter grief in the darkness, but no one saw him.

‘Is it true?’ Morel asked.

‘Yes.’ He had no idea, but he wanted it to be, not only for himself but for all of them. He looked at Snowy, who had moved a step closer.

Morel was still hesitating. Should Joseph take the risk of moving to ease his limbs? One of the other men, indistinguishable in the dark, had his rifle in his hands, pointed loosely towards Joseph.

Snowy turned to him. ‘Goin’ to shoot me too, are you? What for? Going over, or not going over? Or you just want to shoot someone, an’ Oi’m an easy target what won’t shoot back? ’Cos I won’t. Not at me own mates.’

‘Get out!’ Morel said sharply. ‘Get out, Reavley, and take Nunn with you.’

Joseph grabbed Snowy by the arm and, almost pulling him off his feet, set out as fast as he could over the rough ground, snarled with tree roots, back towards the trench again and the cover of its walls.

‘Thank you,’ he said when they were finally safe below the parapet.

There was no life in Snowy’s voice. ‘Couldn’t let ’em shoot you,’ he said flatly. ‘Moi fault you were out there.’

‘Just came to see if you wanted company.’

‘Oi know,’ Snowy replied. ‘Oi seen you do it for hundreds of other men. There in’t nothing you can say. Tucky’s gone. Reckon we’ll all be gone in another month or two anyway. Good night, Chaplain.’ And without waiting to see what Joseph might say, he turned and walked down the connecting trench towards the supply lines, keeping his balance on the duckboards with the ease of long practice.

 



It was a fairly quiet night, just the usual sporadic shelling and occasional machine-gun fire. Joseph never forgot the snipers and as the summer dawn came early, he kept his head well below the parapet in the forward trenches.

Fresh water and rations came up and the men stood to. There were all the usual drills, inspections, cleaning of kit, patching up of walls breached during the night. It was still hot and the lice were making men scratch their skins raw.

The mail came, and those with letters sat in the sun with their backs to the clay walls and read. For a few moments they were in another world. Fred Arnold, the blacksmith’s son from St Giles, roared with laughter at a joke and turned to Barshey Gee next to him to pass it on. They were friends. Both had lost their brothers here, in this regiment.

There were other brothers as well, Cully and Whoopy Teversham. At home their family had a long and bitter feud with the Nunns over a piece of land. Out here it was all absurdly irrelevant.

Tiddly Wop Andrews, good-looking but painfully shy,  was reading a letter for the third time, blue eyes misty. It must be a love letter, at last. Perhaps he could write what he could not say aloud. Joseph had tried many times to help him put his feelings into words, but of course he would not say so now. The men teased each other mercilessly, perhaps to break the tension of waiting for the next burst of violence.

Punch Fuller was sitting with his back to the clay wall and his face up to the sun. He would get his large nose burned if he were not careful. Joseph told him so.

‘Yes, sir, Captain,’ Punch said, and took no notice at all. He had long learned to ignore remarks about his most prominent feature. He closed his eyes and continued to make up even bawdier verses for ‘Mademoiselle from Armentières’ than the classic ones, trying them out to himself in a surprisingly musical voice.

Joseph came to the end of the connecting trench and walked towards his dugout. Officers had a little privacy, cramped but comparatively safe under the ground. Gas was the worst threat because it was heavy and sank into any crater or hole. But it was unlikely to land this far back.

Just before he reached it he met Major Penhaligon, his immediate commander. Penhaligon was about thirty, eight years younger than Joseph. Today he looked harassed and hollow-eyed. He had cut his cheek shaving and not had time to deal with it. A smear of dried blood marked his skin.

‘Ah, Reavley,’ he said, stepping in front of Joseph. ‘How’s Snowy Nunn? Did you see him? That was too bad. Tucky was one of the best.’

Tucky’s cheerful face was as clear in Joseph’s mind as it must have been in Snowy’s. They were alike, with blunt features and fair hair, but Tucky had had the confidence, the brash good humour, always ready to seize a chance for anything. He had been wiser than some men thought him, steadier in a crisis. He had helped Joseph more than once with a word of advice, a well-timed joke, an earthy sanity that reminded men of home, laughter, the things that were worth loving.

‘Yes, sir,’ Joseph replied. Death was death. It should not be harder for one than another, but it was. ‘Snowy’s taking it badly.’

Penhaligon had no idea what to say, and it showed in his eyes. He felt it his duty to try; both brothers were his men. He struggled through the weariness and the knowledge of the campaign ahead of them for something to say that would help.

It was Joseph’s job to break the news of loss to people, and think of a way to make it endurable when they would never really get over it, without unintentionally sounding as if he neither understood nor cared. It was his job to steady the panic, create courage out of terror, help men believe there was a purpose to all of this when none of them had any idea if there really was. He had no right to leave it to Penhaligon.

‘I talked to him,’ he said with a very slight smile. ‘He’ll be all right. Give him a little while, but . . . keep him busy.’ Should he say more, ask Penhaligon to give Snowy some duty that would guard him from Morel’s path?

‘We’ll all be busy soon enough,’ Penhaligon said with  a twist of his mouth. ‘There’s going to be a pretty big push forward, starting in a day or so.’

‘They’ve been saying that ever since the spring,’ Joseph replied truthfully.

‘Mean it this time,’ Penhaligon told him, his eyes steady, trying to see if Joseph understood him beyond the mere words. ‘Afraid you’ll have a lot to do.’

The morning sun was hot already, but Joseph was chilled inside. He wanted to tell Penhaligon that the men were not ready, some of them not even willing any more. He had no idea how many others there were like Morel.

Joseph became aware that Penhaligon was watching him, expecting him to speak. He wanted to warn him about Morel, but he had given his word that it ranked as a confession, and was sacred. But Penhaligon was commanding a unit with an officer in it who was trying to subvert the entire campaign. Did what Joseph had overheard amount to mutiny? Or was it still only an exaggerated example of the kind of grumbling that was everywhere? The men were exhausted, emotionally and physically, and casualties were almost uncountable. What man of any spirit at all would not question the sanity of this, and think of rebelling against a useless death?

‘Chaplain?’ Penhaligon prompted him. ‘Is there something else?’

‘No, sir,’ Joseph said decisively. Morel had not spoken of any specific intent, simply complained of the violent senselessness of it all. Men had to be free to do that. Even if he thought of anything like refusing to obey an order, he was a Lancashire man born and bred: the  Cambridgeshires would never follow him against other Englishmen. ‘Just thinking about what lies ahead, that’s all.’

Penhaligon smiled bleakly. ‘It’ll cost us a bit, but apparently it’ll be a real strategic advantage if we take Passchendaele. Damned if I know why. Just one more wretched hell, as far as I can see.’

Joseph did not answer.

 



The advance began the next morning, 31 July. Judith Reavley stood with the men eating their last hot breakfast before the ration parties returned. Her stomach, like theirs, burned with hot tea and the fire of a tot of rum. At ten minutes to four, half an hour before the summer sunrise, the whistles blew and she watched in awe and misery as almost a million men moved forward over the ploughed and torn-up fields, slick with mud after the occasional drizzle of the last few days. They threw up pontoons over the canals and poured across the water and up the other side. They moved on through the few still-standing copses of trees and small woods. The noise of guns was deafening and murderous fire mowed down whole platoons, tearing them apart, gouging up the earth.

By mid-morning it began to rain in earnest, and a mist descended so that even four or five hundred yards away she could see the outline of Kitchener’s Wood was as no more than a smudge in the gloom.

Two hours later she was struggling to drive her ambulance over the sodden, rutted land to get it as close as she could to the makeshift first-aid post to which the wounded  were being carried. The road was bombed out and there was nothing but a track left. The shelling was very heavy, and in the rain the mud was getting worse. The heavy clouds made the sky grey and dimmed the light in spite of it being close to midday. She was afraid of being bogged down, or even tipping sideways into a crater and breaking an axle. It took all the strength she had to wrestle with the wheel and to peer through the murk to see where she was going.

Beside her was Wil Sloan, the young American who had volunteered at the beginning of the war, long before his country had joined only a matter of months ago. He had left his hometown in the Midwest and hitched a ride on the railroad to the east coast. From there he had worked to earn his passage across the Atlantic. Once in England he had offered his time - his life if need be - to help the troops in any way he could. He was not the only one. Judith had met several American drivers and medical orderlies like Wil, and nurses like Marie O’Day, doctors, even soldiers, who had enlisted in the British Army, simply because they believed that was the right thing to do.

Since April, America itself had joined the Allies, but it was too soon for it to have made a major difference. There were no American forces in this stretch of the line.

Judith knew there were shadows in Wil’s life as well as idealism. His blazing temper had run out of control more than once before, and had finally forced him to leave his home. He had never told her how serious the breach had been, but he had hinted at it. Perhaps because they were  close enough friends that honesty compelled him, he could not pose to her as an unblemished hero.

Now he was sitting beside her, calling out warning and encouragement alternately as they bucked and slewed over the rough ground, trying to discern through the mist and rain where to stop for the wounded.

‘There!’ he shouted, pointing to what looked like a level spot slightly below a rise in the slope. There was a mound of some sort, and a man standing near it, waving his arms.

‘Right!’ Judith answered, but her voice was drowned by a shell exploding fifty yards away, sending mud and earth up like a gout of water. The debris fell on them, battering the roof and sides of the ambulance, flying in and striking both of them through the open part of the front above the windscreen and the door.

She kept on with her hand on the accelerator. There was nothing to gain, or lose, by stopping before they reached the post. Finally, she slithered to a halt, a few yards short of the level she had been aiming for. Almost immediately a soldier was beside her, shouting something she could barely hear, and gesticulating behind him.

Wil leaped out and splashed through the mud and rain to start helping the first wounded into the back. He would take only those too badly injured to walk. They could carry five, maybe six at the most. God only knew how many there were. He could do something to staunch bleeding - pack a wound, tie a tourniquet - but that was about all. If an artery were lacerated very often a man bled to death and there was little anyone could do about it. But if a limb were torn off completely then the artery contracted and  the blood loss was far less. If he could be prevented from dying of shock, there was a good chance of saving him.

Now Judith kept the engine running while Wil and several other men loaded in the wounded. As soon as they gave the signal she could turn and begin the difficult journey back to the nearest clearing station. She had already made two trips, and she would go on as long as she could - all day and all night, if necessary. She did not think that far ahead. One ambulance had been blown to pieces already today, killing everyone in it, and a crater had broken both axles of another.

Will shouted and she felt the jolt as the door was slammed shut. She moved her hand and accelerated. The wheels spun, sending mud flying. She tried again, and again, then reversed before she could get them to grip.

The journey back was a nightmare. Twice, shells exploded close enough to batter the ambulance with debris. Once they got stuck, and Wil and the two injured who could stand had to get out to lighten the weight. By the time they reached the clearing station, one of the wounded men was dead. Wil had done everything he could, but it was not enough.

‘Shock,’ Wil said briefly, his face drawn under the smears of earth and blood. He shrugged. ‘Should be used to it,’ he added, as if it were self-criticism, but his voice wavered.

Judith smiled at him, and said nothing. They knew each other well enough that he would understand, remember the words from the countless times they had done it all before.

They went back again and again all day, breaking only  long enough to eat a little bread and a tin of Maconochie stew and drink hot tea out of a dixie tin. It all tasted of oil and stale water, but they barely noticed.

By dusk, they were unloading wounded and helping to carry them into a makeshift operating theatre in a tent somewhere in an open field. Everything was shrouded in rain. Judith could see a copse of trees about fifty yards away, but she had no idea which of the many woods it was. All that mattered was to get the men some kind of help.

Inside the tent, medical orderlies were looking at the newcomers, trying to assess who to treat first, whose wounds could wait, and who was beyond saving anyway. The injured half sat, half lay, ashen-faced, waiting with the terrible, hopeless patience of those who have looked at horror so often they can no longer struggle against it. They were trying to absorb the reality that their arms or legs were gone, or their intestines spilling out into their blood-soaked hands.

Judith was half carrying a man whose left leg, ripped open by shrapnel, they had bandaged as well as they could. His more important wound was his left arm, which was gone from the elbow down.

The surgeon came over to her. His coat was soaked with blood, his fair hair plastered back. His eyes were sunken and dark-ringed with exhaustion. She had worked with him countless times before.

‘We’ve done what we can, Captain Cavan, but he was injured several hours ago,’ she said. ‘He’s pretty cold and shaken up.’ It was a magnificent understatement, but  everyone dealt in understatement; it was a matter of honour. Ask any man how he was, and he would say, ‘Not too bad. Be all right in a while,’ even if an hour later he was dead.

‘Right,’ Cavan acknowledged with a brief smile, a momentary warmth to the eyes, then he moved to the other side of the man and supported him over to the corner inside the tent where he could lie until they could take him on to the table. ‘Come on, old son,’ he said gently. The man was perhaps seventeen, his beard hardly grown. ‘We’ll have you sorted in a minute or two.’

‘Don’t worry, sir,’ the man responded hoarsely. ‘It’s not too bad. Actually, I can’t feel it much. Leg hurts a bit.’ He tried to smile. ‘Suppose I won’t be playing the violin now.’

Cavan’s face registered a sudden pity.

‘Sorry, sir,’ the man apologized. ‘I never played it anyway. Don’t like the piano much either, but my mam made me practise.’

Cavan relaxed. ‘I expect she’ll let you off now,’ he said drily. ‘Wait there and I’ll be with you in a minute.’ He eased the man down gently, then turned back to Judith.

She read in his eyes the struggle to conquer the emotions that wrenched at him. There was no time, and they served no purpose. The only help was practical, always practical: clean, scrub, stitch, pack a wound, find something to take the edge off the pain, ease the fear, move to the next man. There was always a next man, and the one after, and a hundred after him.

Judith turned and went back to help Wil with the next casualty.

Ten minutes later a VAD nurse with a plain, sallow face handed her a mug of tea. It was sour and oily, but it was hot and someone had been thoughtful enough to lace it with about half a shot of rum. It loosened some of the knots inside her.

Another ambulance arrived and she helped them unload it. The men were badly wounded and the driver had caught a piece of shrapnel in the shoulder.

‘You can’t go out there again,’ he said, wincing as he tried to lift his arm. ‘Jerry’s putting up a hell of a barrage and we’re too close to the front here. They’ll probably have to evacuate this as it is. They’ll need us for that, after they’ve patched up the worst. It’s a bloody shambles. Thousands are dead, and God knows how many wounded.’

Judith walked back into the tent and over to the table where Cavan was stitching up the lacerated arm of a soldier with dark hair.

‘Another lot, sir,’ she said quietly. ‘Looks to be three bad ones, and the driver’s got a shrapnel tear in his right shoulder. He says it’s pretty grim out there, and Jerry’s coming this way, so we’ll probably get told to retreat. Do you want us to stay here and help if we have to go suddenly?’

‘I’ve got men I can’t move,’ he replied without looking up at her. His voice was very quiet. ‘We’d better see what we can do to defend ourselves. If it’s only the odd raiding party we’ll be all right.’ He tied off the last knot. ‘Right,  soldier. That’ll do. You’d better start making it back. That bandage’ll hold till you get to the hospital.’

The man eased himself off the table and Cavan put out his arm to steady him. ‘Go with MacFie over there. You can hold each other up. You’ll just about make a good man between the two of you.’

‘Yes, sir. Thank you, sir.’ The man swayed, gritted his teeth and went grey-white. Then he steadied himself and, swaying a little again, made his way over to MacFie.

Cavan started with the next man. The one after that was beyond his help. Judith brought the captain a mug of tea. ‘If you survive it, it’ll make a new man of you,’ she said wryly.

‘Then you’d better get a river of it.’ He took the mug out of her hands gently, his fingers over hers for an instant. ‘We’re going to need a whole new bloody army after this. God Almighty! Whose idea was this attack?’

‘Haig’s, I imagine,’ she replied.

‘I’d like to get a scalpel to him some time,’ he responded, pulling his mouth into an expression of disgust as he swallowed the tea. ‘This really is vile! What the hell do they put in it? No, don’t tell me.’

‘I could do it with a bayonet,’ she replied bitterly.

‘Make the tea?’ he asked in surprise.

‘No, sir, perform a little surgery on General Haig.’

He smiled and it softened his eyes. She could glimpse the man he would have been in peacetime, at home in the green fields and quiet hills of Hertfordshire. ‘Good with bayonets, are you, Miss Reavley?’ he asked.

‘I thought all you had to do was charge, shoulders down  and your weight behind it,’ she replied. ‘Isn’t it enthusiasm that counts rather than accuracy?’

This time he laughed and his fingers rested gently on her arm. It was just a brief contact, almost as if he had changed his mind before he completed the movement. Only his eyes betrayed the warmth within him. ‘Those guns sound closer. Perhaps you’d better start getting the wounded out of here and back to the first-aid posts.’

‘They’re no closer than before, sir,’ she told him. She was as used to the sound of them as he was.

‘That’s an order, Miss Reavley.’

She hesitated, wondering whether she dared defy him, or even if she wanted to. It had been the worst day’s casualties she had experienced so far, even worse than the first gassings two years ago, but leaving now would look so much like running away.

‘Take those men back.’ He still spoke sufficiently quietly that only she could hear. ‘Get them to hospital, now, while you can.’

‘Yes, sir.’ Reluctantly, she turned, still feeling as if she were somehow deserting her duty, being less brave, less honourable than he was. She had gone only as far as the entrance flap of the tent when she heard the shots. This time there was no question that they were rifle fire and much closer than the German line. Then the next moment she saw them, a dozen German soldiers running towards her out of the gloom, rifles in front of them, bayonets fixed.

Wil Sloan dropped to the ground and she felt almost as if she had been hit herself. She stood frozen. A bullet tore  into the canvas and she dived forward and ran to Wil, falling almost on top of him. It was idiotic to try to save him - they would all be dead in minutes - but still she grasped his shoulders to turn him over, needing to see where he was hit.

‘Get off me, you fool!’ he growled. ‘I need to get the gun up!’

She wanted to slap him out of sheer relief. ‘What gun?’ she demanded furiously. ‘If you’ve got a gun, don’t bloody lie there, shoot someone!’

‘I’m trying to! Let go of me!’

She obeyed immediately and he hunched up on to his elbows and knees. There was far more gunfire now. The ambulance driver with the shoulder wound was firing back and there were more shots from the far side beyond the tent.

‘Get the ambulance started,’ Wil told Judith. ‘We’ll get everyone out that we can. It’ll be a hell of a crush, but we’ll get most of them, with two vehicles. Hurry. Don’t know how long we can hold them. This could be just the first of bloody thousands!’

She obeyed and, bending low, ran back to the tent. Half the wounded were gone already. All those who could stand had rifles. Cavan was at the operating table, still working. A man lay on it bleeding heavily, his belly ripped open. The anaesthetist held the ether, but he was shaking so badly the mask seemed to jiggle in his hand.

‘You’ve got to get out!’ Judith shouted at them. ‘We’ve got two ambulances. We’ll get everyone in. Just hurry! There are at least a dozen Germans broken through and  only five or six of us with guns. We can’t hold them off much longer.’

Cavan did not look up from his work of stitching. ‘We can’t go yet, Miss Reavley,’ he said steadily. ‘If I leave this man he’ll die. So will the others who have just been operated on. The journey under fire will tear their sutures open. Tell the men to stand fast. Then come back and help me. I’m afraid my orderly is dead.’

It was only then that Judith noticed the body on the floor. When she had turned to go outside five minutes ago he had been assisting Cavan. The bullets that had torn through the canvas had struck him in the chest.

‘Be quick,’ Cavan added. ‘I need you back here. I can’t keep on much longer without help.’

‘Yes, sir.’ She swivelled and went out, almost bumping into a lance-corporal with a heavily bandaged leg. He was kneeling against a packing case, firing round after round at the raiding party. One moment they were visible through the drifting rain only by the flicker of their rifle fire, then suddenly the wind gusted and they could see them clearly, over a dozen of them pressing forward.

‘Captain Cavan says to stand fast,’ she said loudly. ‘Tell the ambulance drivers we’ve got to fight.’

He looked at her incredulously, his face slack with disbelief.

‘You heard me, Corporal,’ she replied. ‘We’ve got wounded men to defend.’

He swore under his breath, but he did not argue. ‘You’ll’ave ter tell ’em yerself, miss. Oi can’t move. Oi don’t mean Oi won’t, Oi can’t!’

‘Sorry,’ she apologized, and, bending low again, she scrambled over to Wil and repeated Cavan’s order to him.

‘“Stand fast”?’ he repeated incredulously. ‘You English!’ He aimed the rifle again. ‘Remember the Alamo!’ he shouted, and fired. In the distance someone fell.

She gave him a pat on the shoulder and went back to the tent to help Cavan. She knew enough about field surgery to pass him the implements he asked for, even though she could not keep her hands steady. When she tried to thread the needle for him it was hopeless.

‘Hold this,’ he ordered, indicating the surgical clamp in his hand buried deep in the abdominal wound.

She took it and it slipped off the flesh, blood spurting up hot, catching her across the face. She had never been more ashamed of her inadequacy.

Cavan took the clamp from her and grasped the flesh again.

‘Swab it,’ he commanded.

She prayed under her breath and cursed herself. She tried to still her breathing, control her muscles. She must not be so stupid, so ineffectual. This was a man’s life she was holding. Her fingers steadied at last. She mopped up the blood, then threaded the needle and passed it to Cavan.

He glanced upward and met her eyes. His look was warm for an instant, then he took the needle. She reached for the clamp.

The gunfire started again, louder and more rapid than before, volley after volley. It sounded as if it were just outside the tent flap. Cavan did not hesitate in his slow,  steady work. ‘Keep swabbing,’ he told her. ‘I need to see what I’m doing.’

A spray of bullets shredded the tent wall and the anaesthetist collapsed silently, buckling to his knees, then sliding forwards, his back scarlet. Through the ragged tear stepped a German soldier, rifle pointing at Cavan. Behind him were two more, then weapons pointing at Judith also.

‘Stop!’ the leader said clearly in almost unaccented English.

‘If I do, he’ll bleed to death,’ Cavan replied without looking up, his hands still working. ‘Swab, please, Miss Reavley.’

Imagining the bullets crashing into her, bringing instant white-hot death, Judith obeyed, soaking up the blood within the wound.

‘Stop!’ the German repeated, speaking to Cavan, not Judith.

‘I have two more men to operate on,’ Cavan replied. ‘Then we will withdraw.’

There was more rifle fire outside. Someone cried out. The German turned away.

Cavan went on stitching. He was almost finished. The bleeding was contained.

The German looked back. ‘Now you stop.’

The tent flap opened and one of the wounded men stood there. He was swaying slightly, blood streaming down his tunic where his left arm should be, a revolver in his right hand. He raised it and shot the first German soldier through the head. The other two fired at him at the same moment, hurling him back against the canvas.  He was dead before he touched the tent wall, and slithered to the floor.

Cavan swung round and dived towards him, hands outstretched.

‘It’s useless!’ Judith shouted at him. One of the other soldiers raised his gun to aim at Cavan. She reached for the instrument tray, picked up a scalpel and drove it into the man’s neck. His bullet went through the ceiling.

Cavan was half on top of the dead soldier on the floor. He knew he could do nothing for him. It was his gun he was after. He rolled over, covered in blood, and shot the third soldier through the head.

The second one, gasping and spewing blood from his neck wound, staggered back through the way he had come.

The gunfire outside never ceased.

‘We have two more wounded we might save,’ Cavan clambered to his feet, shaking, his face white.

‘Only one now,’ Judith corrected him. ‘Can . . . can we hold them off?’

‘Of course we can,’ he replied, his breath ragged, swaying a little. ‘But we’ve lost a scalpel.’

 



Joseph heard about it in the morning, standing in the wreckage of the forward trench, the parapet collapsed, mud up to their knees.

‘It’s about the only good thing, Captain Reavley,’ Barshey Gee said to him grimly as they stopped working on rebuilding the trench walls for a moment. ‘He’s some doc, eh, Cavan? There he was, cool as a cucumber, stitching away like there were nothing going on! An’ your sister  with him. An’ that Yank ambulance driver too.’ Barshey was a tall man with thick hair. Before the war he had been slender; now he was gaunt and looked years older than twenty-four. ‘Got ’em out, they did. Didn’t leave a single live one behind.’

Joseph felt a wave of gratitude that Judith was all right, still alive. It was so powerful he smiled fatuously in spite of his effort not to. He forced himself not to think about her most of the time. Everyone had friends, brothers, someone to lose. It would cripple one to think of it too much.

‘I’m afraid Major Penhaligon’s dead, sir,’ Barshey went on. ‘Pretty well half the brigade dead or wounded. The Canadians and the Aussies got it hard too. Word is we could have lost around fifty thousand men . . .’ His voice choked, words useless.

‘This summer?’ Joseph said. It was worse than he had thought.

‘No, sir,’ Barshey said hoarsely, the tears running down his cheeks. ‘Yesterday, sir.’

Joseph was numb. It could not be. He drew in his breath to say, ‘Oh God,’ but the words died on his lips.

 



The battle of Passchendaele raged on and the rain continued, soaking the ground until it oozed mud and slime and the men staggered and sank in it.

On 2 August, Major Howard Northrup arrived to replace Penhaligon. He was a slight man, stiffly upright with wide blue eyes and a precise manner.

‘We’ve a hard job ahead of us, Captain Reavley,’ he said  when Joseph reported to him in his dugout. He did not invite Joseph to sit, even though he was obliged to bend because of the low ceiling. Almost every man was.

‘It’s your job to keep up morale,’ Northrup went on. He appeared to be about twenty-five and wore his authority heavily. ‘Keep the men busy. Obedience must be absolute. Loyalty and obedience are the measure of a good soldier.’

‘Our losses have been very heavy, sir,’ Joseph pointed out. ‘Every man out there has lost friends—’

‘That is what war is about, Captain,’ Northrup cut across him. ‘This is a good brigade. Don’t let the standard down, Chaplain.’

Joseph’s temper burned up. He had difficulty not shouting at the man. ‘I know it is a good brigade, sir,’ he said between his teeth. ‘I’ve been with them since nineteen fourteen.’

Northup flushed. ‘You are a chaplain, Captain Reavley, a non-combatant officer. Morale is your job, not tactics. I don’t wish to have to remind you of that again, or in front of the men, but I will do if you make it necessary by questioning my orders. Thank you for your report. You are dismissed.’

Joseph saluted, then turned and went out, blind with fury.




Chapter Two

‘Mr Corracher, sir,’ Woodrow said, opening the door to Matthew Reavley’s office and showing in a man in his early forties, who was dressed formally in a dark suit. His hair was smooth and sleek, back off his brow. Normally he would have been distinguished-looking, but today his features were so marred by anxiety that any humour or charm was completely lost.

Matthew stood up and offered his hand.

Corracher took it so briefly it was barely a touch.

‘Thank you, Woodrow,’ Matthew excused the clerk. ‘Sit down, Mr Corracher. How can I help you?’ That was a euphemism. Matthew was a major in the Secret Intelligence Service and Corracher a junior cabinet minister of great promise. However, now he was sweating, despite the room not being overwarm. He had asked for an urgent appointment with someone in charge of counter-espionage in London, and since America’s entry into the war in April, Matthew’s duties were more general than previously, when America had been neutral, and German diplomacy across the Atlantic and sabotage of American munitions supplies more immediate concerns.

Did Corracher really have anything to say, or was he one of those who jumped at shadows? Many people did. The news was bad almost everywhere. Naval losses were mounting all the time and there was no end in sight. It seemed as if every day ships were going down somewhere. Britain was blockaded and in some places rations were so short that the old, the weak and the poorest actually died of hunger.

The news from the Western Front was devastating, a little better in Italy, the Balkans, the Middle East and Egypt. In Russia, the Tsar’s government had fallen and been taken over by the revolutionaries, now under Kerensky. Perhaps Corracher was merely reflecting the nation’s grief. He had a reputation for courage and a degree of candour, though to Matthew it looked as if he might have been overrated in both.

‘What can I do for you, Mr Corracher?’ he repeated.

Corracher drew in a long breath and let it out slowly. He had the air of a man about to be sent over the top to face enemy fire. Considering the real loss of life in Passchendaele, Matthew’s patience was fast dwindling.

Perhaps Corracher saw it. ‘I have been in Hungary recently,’ he began. ‘I am not sure if you are aware of it, but the political situation there is very volatile. Losses on the Italian Front have been critical and it looks as if there may even be revolution there also - as well as in Russia, I mean.’ He took a deep breath and steadied himself with an obvious effort. ‘I’m sorry. I am not making a great deal of sense.’

Matthew did not argue.

Corracher began again. ‘There is more unrest in Hungary than many people are aware of. A very strong element wishes to break away from the German-dominated rule by Austria and become independent. If they did so, that would radically alter the balance of power in South-Eastern Europe. The whole Balkan peninsula might be persuaded to ally with Italy and strengthen it against Austrian oppression.’ Corracher smiled bleakly. ‘I see from your face that you appreciate at least some of what I am saying.’

‘I do,’ Matthew conceded. ‘Unfortunately, that is not my area of expertise. I have been—’

‘I know,’ Corracher cut across him. ‘America. But if my information is correct, you have also done some subtler and more dangerous, shall I say politically complicated, work here in England.’ The nervousness had returned even more markedly. His body was rigid, his hands locked around each other, stiff-fingered, and the sweat glistened on his face.

Matthew was aware of the silence in the room and the faint sound of footsteps beyond. Corracher was a cabinet minister, but he could still tell him nothing.

Corracher licked his lips. ‘There are men in this country, highly placed, who did not wish us to go to war against Germany, and do not now wish us to win. They do not wish us to lose, of course, but would rather we made an even-handed peace.’ He was watching Matthew intently.

Matthew knew that far better than Corracher possibly could have. His own parents had been murdered in 1914 in order to regain a copy his father had found and taken  of the proposed treaty between King George and the Kaiser. It would have allied Britain with Germany in an empire that would have dominated the Western world. But he had hidden it too well, and Matthew and Joseph had found it on the eve of the outbreak of war. John Reavley had warned his sons, though, that the conspiracy ran so high that they had not dared to trust anyone. Since then the man behind it - they referred to him among themselves as the Peacemaker - had manoeuvred ruthlessly to end the war, even at the cost of Britain’s surrender. He had been willing to kill to achieve it, a lesser sacrifice for a greater cause. But Corracher could not know any of this.

‘Indeed,’ Matthew said as non-committally as he could. It was hard to keep the emotion out of his voice. The memory could be pushed to the back of his mind, but the pain was always there: his parents crushed to death in a car wreck, then Cullingford murdered in the street, last year Blaine - and all the other men sacrificed to that terrible cause.

But Matthew had identified the Peacemaker, and he was dead now. It was a nightmare that came back to him, waking or sleeping, heavy with the knowledge of betrayal and counter-betrayal. None of it had anything to do with Corracher.

‘If you have come to tell me that, Mr Corracher, it is unnecessary,’ he said. ‘We are aware of it. The most powerful man behind such a sentiment is dead. He was killed at sea, in the Battle of Jutland, last year.’

None of the fear left Corracher’s face - if anything, it increased. ‘Possibly.’ His voice was flat.

‘I was there. There can be no doubt.’ Matthew remembered the German destroyer looming out of the darkness, the ear-splitting sound as the huge twelve-inch naval guns on the deck of the Cormorant exploded, the searing fire below decks, magazines on fire, the stench of burning corticene, shattered glass, and smoke. Most of all he remembered Hannassey’s face as he stood with the prototype of the missile guidance system in his arms and hurled it down. He had turned to leap to the German ship that had rammed them and been carried away and back again by the sea, crashing into them over and over. Matthew had lunged after Hannassey. He could not afford to let him go with the knowledge he had of their scientific failure. He had locked with him, struggled and won. He could still see Hannassey going over the side, whirling for an instant in the air, lit by the flames of the burning ship, arms and legs flailing. Then the German destroyer had heaved up on the wave and smashed into the Cormorant again, crushing Hannassey like a fly.

Corracher was staring at him, eyes wide. ‘Oh . . .’ he gulped. ‘Then he . . . he can’t have been alone in the cause.’

Matthew’s emotions were too raw with the memory for him to argue. Hannassey was the only man he had ever killed with his own hands, but it was the knowledge of what had happened to Detta that wounded him. She was the Peacemaker’s daughter. Of course, long before he knew that, he had known she was an Irish Nationalist, just as she had known he was in British Intelligence. They had used each other. That did not stop him from loving her,  or feeling the pain twist in his gut because he had beaten her at the game of betrayal. Her own people had crippled her in punishment for losing. Beautiful Detta - who had walked with such dark and subtle grace.

‘Exactly what is it you want to tell me, Mr Corracher?’ Pain was jagged in Matthew’s voice. ‘There have always been traitors and profiteers. Unless you come about someone of whose acts you have proof, there is nothing I can do. Perhaps it is a police matter rather than Intelligence?’

Corracher appeared to come to some decision. The embarrassment in his face was acute, but this time he did not hesitate.

‘I have worked hard and had some success in persuading the independent elements in Hungary to swing to the Allied side. They are my contacts, my mother’s family, and others they knew among the Hungarian aristocracy, who trust me. But I have been a voice within the cabinet against any kind of softening or appeasement,’ he went on. ‘One of the few left.’ He swallowed with difficulty, as if his throat were tight. ‘I am about to be charged with a crime I did not commit, but the evidence against me is overwhelming. Mr Lloyd George will have no choice but to dismiss me from office, and leave the criminal prosecution to take what course it will.’ His voice cracked. ‘It is unlikely that I will escape prison. But even with the best legal defence I can find, if I am cleared it will not remove the slur from my name, or the suspicion that I was guilty.’

Matthew felt the anger grow within him. If the man really was innocent, it was appalling. ‘I’m sorry,’ he said  sincerely. ‘How can Intelligence help you? Do you know who is behind it?’

Corracher’s eyes reflected an emotional exhaustion that was crippling. ‘If you mean names, I have no idea,’ he replied. ‘I don’t believe there is anything you can do. I’m not seeking your help, Major Reavley, I am giving you information. I am not the only person to whom this has happened. Other men with views inconvenient to some have left office for one reason or another. Kemp was killed in a Zeppelin raid last autumn. Newell resigned, no real reason given. And Wheatcroft is threatened with a scandal which will destroy his life.’

Suddenly Matthew’s attention was total. A coldness settled inside him. In the instance of Wheatcroft he knew exactly what Corracher was referring to: word of it had crossed Matthew’s desk. Alan Wheatcroft had been accused of acts of gross indecency with another man much younger than himself. It had not been proved, and he had protested his innocence, but whether anyone believed him was almost irrelevant. When it became known, as inevitably it would, his career would be finished.

‘What views did the other three have?’ he asked. The belief that he knew was not sufficient.

Corracher smiled bitterly. ‘Kemp’s sister married a Belgian. All her family were killed in the first German advance. He wants crippling reparations. Newell is something of an expert in Russian affairs. Wheatcroft is different.’ A flicker of puzzlement lit his eyes for a moment. ‘I’m not sure what interest he would be to anyone else. Maybe there’s something about him I don’t know.’

Matthew’s mind was racing. Had the Peacemaker been alive, Matthew would have seen a pattern in it, but Hannassey was dead.

‘Do you understand me, Major Reavley?’ Corracher said quietly, leaning forward across the desk a little, his hands clenched white.
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AT SOME DISPUTED
BARRICADE

1917, on the Western Front the fighting is stil intense,
Tosses are terrible and the outcome uncertain






