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   Enter the SF Gateway …


   In the last years of the twentieth century (as Wells might have put it), Gollancz, Britain’s oldest and most distinguished science fiction imprint, created the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series. Dedicated to re-publishing the English language’s finest works of SF and Fantasy, most of which were languishing out of print at the time, they were – and remain – landmark lists, consummately fulfilling the original mission statement:


   

   ‘SF MASTERWORKS is a library of the greatest SF ever written, chosen with the help of today’s leading SF writers and editors. These books show that genuinely innovative SF is as exciting today as when it was first written.’





   Now, as we move inexorably into the twenty-first century, we are delighted to be widening our remit even more. The realities of commercial publishing are such that vast troves of classic SF & Fantasy are almost certainly destined never again to see print. Until very recently, this meant that anyone interested in reading any of these books would have been confined to scouring second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing has changed that paradigm for ever.


   The technology now exists to enable us to make available, for the first time, the entire backlists of an incredibly wide range of classic and modern SF and fantasy authors. Our plan is, at its simplest, to use this technology to build on the success of the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series and to go even further.


   Welcome to the new home of Science Fiction & Fantasy. Welcome to the most comprehensive electronic library of classic SFF titles ever assembled.


   Welcome to the SF Gateway.
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Epigraph


But war’s a game, which, were their subjects wise, Kings would not play at.


COWPER, The Task


Men plot evil upon the holy mountain. The servants of the one do the work of the many. They send unto D’ward, mouthing oaths like nectar. Their voices are sweet as roses, yea sweeter than the syrup that snares the diamond—Øy. He is lured to destruction by the word of a friend, by the song of a friend he is hurled down among the legions of death.


Filoby Testament, 114
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THE INCIDENT OCCURRED ON AUGUST 16, 1917, DURING THE BATTLE of Third Ypres. The following day, Brig.-Gen. Stringer instituted an informal board of inquiry, consisting of Capt. K. J. Purvis, the medical officer of 26th (Midland Scottish) Battalion, and Capt. J. J. O’Brien, the brigade padre. This procedure was highly improper. The choice of Father O’Brien implies that rumors of a miracle were circulating already.


Apprehension of a suspected spy should certainly have been reported at once to division headquarters, and from there it should have been relayed to Corps and Army, and eventually GHQ. In this case there is considerable doubt that the news ever reached higher than brigade level. Published dispatches and official histories contain no mention of the bizarre affair. Apart from a few cryptic comments in some of the diaries and letters of the period, the only documentary evidence resides in the Stringer family archives.


The four witnesses were examined separately. All four were privates in C Company of the Royal Birmingham Fusiliers, which officially had been held out of the battle on the sixteenth. All four were either eighteen or nineteen years old, and all from the Midlands. Stretcher-bearing duty, to which the four had been assigned, was little less hazardous than combat. They had been on their fourth mission of the day and had been under fire almost continuously. Without question, they were all physically exhausted. Their mental and emotional condition should be borne in mind when evaluating their evidence.


Of the four accounts, that of Chisholm is the most detailed and seems the most convincing. He was the eldest by a few months; he had been a printer’s apprentice and had benefitted from two more years’ education than the others, Pvts. W. J. Clark, P. T. White, and J. Goss, who had all left school at fourteen.


Considering the danger, the inhuman conditions, and the extreme fatigue under which they had been laboring, the witnesses’ evidence is remarkably uniform. They disagree on a few minor details, but—as the board observed in its report—completely identical accounts would be cause for suspicion.


They had paused for a rest in the lee of a fragment of masonry wall, probably the remains of a church which the maps showed in approximately that location. Over the roar of the heavy guns they could hear the repeated ping of bullets and shrapnel striking the stones; from time to time a shell would come close enough to spray mud at them. They lay in pairs, two men on either side of a flooded shell hole.


Chisholm later claimed that he had risen to his knees and called on the party to start moving again. None of the other three mentioned this, but in the racket and their own fatigue, they might not have heard or noticed. The important point is that Chisholm was apparently looking toward the rear at the crucial moment, and he insisted that the newcomer did not come from that direction.


The men were unanimous in stating that the fifth man fell into the shell hole between them with considerable force, as if he had dropped “out of the sky.” No amount of questioning could shake their testimony on this point. They all claimed to have been splashed by the water thrown up. Three of them insisted that he could not have jumped or fallen down from the top of the wall. The fourth, Pvt. Clark, considered that he might have done, but did not think it likely.


The newcomer floundered and struggled, apparently unable to stand. Clark and Goss waded into the water and hauled him out, choking and still struggling, and completely coated in mud. It was only then that they realized just how remarkable the mysterious newcomer was.


“I saw the man had no tin hat,” Pvt. Clark related in the sort of bloodless prose that has obviously been clerically improved. “But the rest of him was just mud. I reached for his arm and at first it slipped through my fingers. I realized he had no coat on. When we got him out, we saw that he had no clothes on at all.”


The witnesses agreed that the stranger was having some sort of fit. His limbs thrashed and he seemed to be in considerable pain. He was incapable of answering questions, and they were unable to make sense of what he was saying.


Each of them was asked to report whatever he could remember of the man’s words. There the testimonies diverge. Chisholm thought he heard mention of July, railways, and bed socks. White opted for cabbage and ladders and Armentières. The other two had similar unlikely lists, and we can only assume that they were equally mistaken. They all agreed that some of the talk was in English, some of it was not.


They did all agree on a few words: spy, traitor, betrayed, treason.


They had come to rescue wounded soldiers. This man had no visible wounds except some minor bleeding scratches caused by his convulsions. He was apparently incapable of standing, let alone walking, even had he been suitably clothed.


That he was a British soldier must have seemed extremely improbable to them, even then. That he was a German soldier was even less likely. Under questioning, they admitted discussing the possibility that he was a spy. Any man apprehending a spy automatically received leave in England, and they did not deny that they were aware of that regulation, although they all claimed that it had not influenced their decision.


Whatever their motives, they loaded the stranger on their stretcher, tying him down securely. They covered him with muddy greatcoats taken from corpses, and waded off through the bog to deliver him to the regimental aid post. It is difficult to see what else they could have done.




The report wastes little time discussing the conditions on the battlefield, which were only too familiar to the examining officers.


Those conditions can be reconstructed from other sources, although at this distance in time the reader’s reaction is mostly incredulity. Superlatives pile up in a mental logjam, and the reader is left wondering if any words could ever be adequate. Even the photographs fail to convince. The mind recoils, refusing to believe that men actually fought over such terrain or that any of them could have come out alive to tell of it.


By the summer of 1917, the Belgian plain had been contested for almost three years, and yet the front line had scarcely changed position. The trenches, like insatiable bloody mouths, had subducted the youth of Europe. For three years men had marched in from east and west with intent to kill each other. On both sides they had succeeded. On both sides they had died in hundreds of thousands, yet still they came. Since 1914 the introduction of aircraft and poison gas had improved the technology of death tremendously, but repeated campaigns had barely changed the maps. At the opening of the battle of the Somme, in the previous year, the British Army alone lost over 57,000 men—killed, wounded, or missing—in one day. (This is numerically equal to the death toll suffered by the United States in the whole of the Vietnam War, half a century later.)


The battle of Third Ypres lasted for months and much of it was fought in torrential rain. The monotonously flat ground was completely water-logged, repeatedly churned up by shells. Nothing of the original countryside remained. Nothing at all remained except mud, often thigh deep and in some places capable of sucking men and mules down to their death. It was laced throughout with broken timbers and old barbed wire, with rotting bodies of men, mules, and horses. There was no cover, for every hollow was filled with slime and water, commonly scummed with blood and fragments of flesh. Old corpses thrown up by the explosions lay amid the dying.


Over all this watery desolation hung the reek of death and decay, the garlic odor of mustard gas, the stench of the mud itself. Even a minor wound could cause a man to drown, and in those days there were no antibiotics to combat the frightful infections. The soil was poisoned by gas and virulent microbes. The roar of artillery never ceased. The ground shook as if Earth itself were suffering. Mule trains struggled forward with ammunition; the walking wounded staggered toward the rear. The British Army was attempting to advance across the desolation, while the Germans tried to mow it down with howitzers, machine guns, shrapnel, and poison gas. The field was swept by unrelenting fire and unrelenting rain.


Through this maelstrom of death went stretcher parties looking for wounded. Four men to a stretcher was a bare minimum. Often eight or ten were required, and even then it was not uncommon for the whole party to stumble and tip the wounded man to the ground. After a journey back to the field dressing station—which might take hours—the stretcher-bearers would go back for another. The work had to be done in daylight, for at night there were no landmarks.


Peculiar as the incident itself was, the subsequent behavior of the Army command structure was even stranger.




Suspicion must be directed at the brigade commander, Brig.-Gen. J. G. Stringer, although in all other respects his reputation is unclouded. The son of an Army of India officer, Brig.-Gen. (later Major-Gen.) Stringer had a distinguished career as a professional soldier. Born in India in 1882, he was educated in England at Fallow and Sandhurst. He was a noted athlete, playing cricket for Hampshire and serving as master of the Dilby Hunt. When war broke out in August 1914, he held the rank of major in the Royal Fusiliers, which formed part of the British Expeditionary Force dispatched to France. His subsequent rise was dramatic. He was well-thought-of by both his superiors and his subordinates. He was to die tragically in a motor accident in 1918, shortly before the end of the war.


One man did not testify at the inquiry—the mysterious stranger himself.


Even when the stretcher party had set off with their mysterious patient, their troubles were not over. The British began bringing up reinforcements. The Germans laid down a barrage to stop them. The stretcher-bearers had to run the gauntlet of high-explosives, shrapnel and, at one point, poison gas shells. They took a gas helmet from a corpse for their patient, but some of his exposed skin was blistered.


Their estimates of the time this journey took varied from two and a half to three and a half hours. By the time they arrived at the dressing station, the unknown man was unconscious and incapable of explaining anything.
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TWO MEN SAT IN A GARDEN AND TALKED ABOUT HELL. ONE OF THEM had been there.


The time was a Saturday afternoon in early September 1917. The site was a sunny corner in the grounds of Staffles, which had been an English country house since the seventeenth century and was now a hospital for wounded returning from the Great War.


The two sat side by side at the top of a short flight of steps leading up to a set of glass doors. Inside those doors, a row of beds prevented anyone from coming out or going in, so the speakers would not be disturbed. It was a sheltered spot. The younger man had found it, and it was probably the best place in the entire hospital for a private chat. He had always had a knack for coming out on top like that. He was not greedy or selfish, yet even as a child he had always been the one to land the best bed in the dorm. Draw a name from a hat, and it would almost always be his.


The steps led down to crazy paving and a lichen-stained stone balustrade. Beyond that, a park sloped to a copse of beeches. The grass badly needed cutting, the rosebushes were straggly, and the flower beds nurtured more weeds than blossoms. Hills in the distance were upholstered with hop fields, their regular texture like the weave of a giant green carpet. Autumn lurked in the air, although the leaves had not yet begun to turn.


Once in a while a train would rush along behind the wood, puffing trails of smoke. When it had gone, the silence that returned was marred by a persistent faint rumbling, the sound of the guns across the Channel. There was another big push on in Flanders. Every man in Staffles knew it. Everyone in southern England knew it.


Men in hospital blues crowded the grounds, sitting on benches or strolling aimlessly. Some were in wheelchairs, some on crutches. Many had weekend visitors to entertain them. Somewhere someone was playing croquet.


In front of the two men stood a small mahogany parlor table, bearing a tea tray. One plate still bore a few crumbs of the scones which had come with the tea. The sparrows hopping hopefully on the flagstones were well aware of those crumbs.




The younger man was doing most of the talking. He spoke of mud and cold, of shrapnel and gas attacks, of days without rest or relief from terror, of weeks in the same clothing, of lice and rheumatism, of trench foot and gas gangrene. He told of young subalterns like himself marching at the head of their men across the wastes of no-man’s-land until they reached Fritz’s barbed wire and machine guns scythed them down in their ranks. He told of mutilation and death in numbers never imagined possible in the golden days before the war.


Several times during the tea drinking and scone eating, he had reached out absentmindedly with his right sleeve, which was pinned shut just where his wrist should have been. He had muttered curses and tucked that arm out of sight again. He chain-smoked, frequently reaching to his mouth with his empty cuff. At times he would try to stop talking, but his left eye would immediately start to twitch. When that happened, the spasms would quickly spread to involve his entire face, until it grimaced and writhed as if it had taken on an idiot life of its own. And then he would weep.


At such times the older man would tactfully pretend to be engrossed in watching other men in the distance or studying the swallows gathering on the telephone wires. He would speak of the old days—of the cricket and rugby, and of boys his companion had known who were now men. He did not mention the awful shadow that lay on them as they waited for the call that would take them away and run them through the mincer as it ran their older brethren. A war that had seemed glorious in 1914 was a monster now. He did not mention the ever-growing list of the dead.


He was middle-aged, approaching elderly. His portly frame and full beard gave him a marked resemblance to the late King Edward VII, but he wore a pair of pince-nez. His beard was heavily streaked with gray, and his hat concealed a spreading baldness. His name was David Jones and he was a schoolmaster. For more than thirty years he had been known behind his back as Ginger, not for his temperament or his coloring, but because in his youth Ginger had gone with Jones as Dusty went with Miller.


The gasping, breathless sobs beside him had quietened again.


“The swallows will be heading south soon now,” he remarked.


“Lucky buggers!” said the young man. His name was Julian Smedley. He was a captain in the Royal Artillery. He was twenty years old. After a moment he added, “You know that was my first thought? There was no pain at all. I looked down and saw nothing where my hand should be and that was my first thought: Thank God! I am going Home!”


“And you’re not going back!”


“No. Even better.” There was another gasp. “Oh, God! I wish I could stop piping my eye like this.” He fumbled awkwardly for a cigarette.


The older man turned his head. “You’re not the worst, you know. Not by a long shot. I’ve seen many much worse.”


Smedley pulled a face. “Wish you’d tell the guv’nor that.”


“It’s the truth,” Jones said softly. “Much worse. And I will tell your father if you want me to.”


“Hell, no! Let him brood about his yellow-livered, sniveling son. It was damned white of you to come, Ginger. Do you spend all your weekends trailing around England, combing the wreckage like this?”


“Paying my respects. And, no, not every weekend.”




“Lots, I’ll bet.” Smedley blew out a long cloud of smoke, then dabbed at his cheeks with his empty sleeve. He seemed to be talked out on the war, which was a good sign.


“Ginger…?”


“Mm?”


“Er, nothing.”


It wasn’t nothing. They’d had that same futile exchange several times in the last two hours. Smedley had something to say, some subject he couldn’t broach.


Jones glanced at his watch. He must not miss his bus. He was running out of things to talk about. One topic he had learned never to mention was patriotism. Another was Field-Marshal Sir Douglas Haig.


“Apart from school, how are things?” Smedley muttered.


“Not so bad. Price of food’s frightful. Can’t find a workman or a servant anywhere.”


“What about the air raids?”


“People grumble, but they’ll pull through.”


Smedley eyed the older man with the ferocity of a hawk. “How do you think the war’s going?”


“Hard to say. The papers are censored, of course. They tell us that Jerry’s done for. Morale’s all gone.”


“Balls.”


“Oh. Well, we don’t hear rumors at Fallow. The Americans are in, thank God.”


“They’re in America!” Smedley snapped. “How long until they can build an army and move it to France—if the U-boats don’t sink it on the way? And the Russians are out! Good as. Did you know that?”


Jones made noncommittal noises. If the Hun could finish the Russians before the Yanks arrived, then the war was lost. Everyone knew it. No one said it.


“Do you recall a boy called Stringer? Before my time.”


The schoolmaster chuckled. “Long Stringer or Short Stringer?”


“Don’t know. A doctor.”


“That’s Short Stringer. His brother’s a brigadier or something.”


“He drops in here once in a while. I recognized the school tie.”


“A surgeon, actually. Yes, I know him. He’s on the board of governors. Comes to Speech Days.”


Smedley nodded, staring out over the lengthening shadows in the garden. He sucked hard on his cigarette. Jones wondered if the unspeakable, whatever it was, was about to be spoken at last. It came in a rush.


“Tell me something, Ginger. When war broke out I was in Paris, remember? Edward Exeter and I were on our way to Crete. Came home from Paris just before the dam broke.”


“I remember,” Jones said, suddenly wary. “Dr. Gibbs and the others never made it back, if that’s what you’re wondering. Never did hear what happened to them.”


“Interned?”


“Hope so, but there’s never been word.”




Smedley dismissed the topic with a quick shake of his head, still staring straight ahead. “Tough egg! No, I was wondering about Exeter. We parted at Victoria. I was heading home to Chichester. He was going on to Greyfriars, to stay with the Bodgleys, but he wanted to send a telegram or something. I had to run for my train. Next thing I knew, there was a copper at the house asking questions.”


He turned to look at Jones with the same owlish stare he had had as a boy. He’d always been a shy, quiet one, Smedley, not the sort you’d have ever expected to be a hero and sport those ribbons. But the war had turned thousands of them into heroes. Millions of them.


“Young Bodgley was murdered,” Jones said.


“I know. And they seemed to think Exeter had done it.”


“I didn’t believe that then and I don’t now!”


“What innocents we were…fresh out of school, thinking we were debonair young men of the world…” The voice wavered, then recovered. “Wasn’t old Bagpipe stabbed in the back?”


Jones nodded.


Smedley actually smiled, for the second time that afternoon. “Well, then! That answers the question, doesn’t it? Whatever Exeter may have done, he would never stab anyone in the back. He couldn’t stab anyone in the back! Not capable of it.” He lit a new cigarette from the previous butt.


“I agree,” Jones said. “He wasn’t capable of any of it—a stabbing or killing a friend or any of that. A quick uppercut to the jaw, yes. Sudden insanity even. Can happen to…But I agree that the back part is conclusive proof of his innocence.”


“Bloody nonsense,” the young man muttered.


“Even Mrs. Bodgley refused to believe he killed her son.”


The owlish stare hardened into a threatening frown. “Then what? He escaped?”


“He totally vanished. Hasn’t been seen since.”


“Go on, man!” Suddenly the pitiful neurotic invalid was a young officer blazing with authority.


Jones flinched like some lowly recruit, even while feeling a surge of joy at the transformation. “It’s a total mystery. He just disappeared. There was a warrant issued, but no one ever heard from him again. Of course things were in a pretty mess, with war breaking out and all that.”


Apparently none of this was news to Smedley. He scowled with impatience, as if the recruit were being more than usually stupid. “The copper told us he had a broken leg.”


“His right leg was smashed.”


“So someone helped him? Must have.”


Jones shrugged. “An archangel from the sound of it. Or the Invisible Man. The full story never came out.”


“And you genuinely believe it was a put-up job? Still? You still think that, Ginger?”


Jones nodded, wondering what lay behind the sudden vehemence. After being through what this boy had been through, why should he brood over the guilt or innocence of a schoolboy chum? After seeing so much death, why become so agitated over one long-ago death? It had been three years. It had happened in another world, a world that was gone forever, butchered in the mud of Flanders.


The mood passed like a lightning flash. Smedley slumped loosely. He leaned his arms on his knees and reached for his cigarette with the wrong arm. He cursed under his breath.




Jones waited, but he would have to run for the bus soon or he would not see his bed tonight. Nor any bed, if he got trapped in the city. Not the way London was these days.


“Why?”


“I don’t know,” Smedley muttered. He seemed to be counting the litter of butts around his feet.


Nonsense! The man needed to get something off his chest. Well, that was why Jones had come. He crossed his legs and leaned back to wait. He’d slept on station waiting room benches before now. He could again.


“Shell shock, they call it,” his companion told the dishes on the table—slowly, as if dragging the words out of himself. “Battle fatigue. Tricks of the mind. Weeping, you know? Facial tics, you know? Imagining things?”


“Maybe. Maybe not. Man has to trust something.”


“There’s lots here worse off than me, you know?” Smedley jerked his thumb over his left shoulder. “They call it the morgue. West wing. Don’t know who they are, some of them. Or think they’re the bleeding Duke of Wellington. All lead-swingers and scrimshankers, I expect.”


“I doubt that very much.”


Smedley looked up with a tortured, frightened grimace.


Jones’s heart began to thunder like all the guns on the Western Front. “So?”


“There’s one they call John Three. They have a John Two, and there was a John One once, I expect. No name or rank. Doesn’t speak. Can’t or won’t say who he is or what unit he was in.”


Jones sucked in a long breath of the chilling air.


“I’d forgotten how blue his eyes are,” Smedley whispered.


“Oh, my God!”


“Bluest eyes I ever did see.”


“Is he…Is he injured? Physically, I mean?”


“Nothing major. Touch of gas burn or something.” Smedley shook his head. With another of his abrupt mood changes he sat up and laughed. “I expect I was imagining it.”


“Let’s just pretend you weren’t, shall we? Did you speak to him?”


“No. He was with his keeper. Being exercised. Walked around the lawn like a dog. I wandered over. He looked right through me. I asked his keeper for a light. Said thanks. Trotted off.”


Of course Exeter would have enlisted as soon as his leg had mended. It was impossible to imagine him not doing so. False name…Tricky, not impossible…


“One thing you should know,” Smedley said shrilly. “He doesn’t look a day older than he did in Victoria Station, three years ago. So a chap really has to assume that he’s just a little bit more shell-shocked than he hoped he was, wouldn’t you say? Imagining things like that?”


“You’re all right, man!” Jones said sharply. “But Exeter? Amnesia? He’s lost his memory?”




Smedley’s eye had begun to twitch again. He threw down his cigarette and stamped on it. “Oh, no! No, no, old man, that’s not the problem at all. He knew me right away. Turned white as a sheet, then just stared at the horizon. That’s why I didn’t speak to him. Chatted up the keeper to keep him busy till Exeter got his color back, then left without a glance at him.”


“He’s faking it?”


“No question. Unless I imagined it.”


“You didn’t imagine this!”


“Oh, I wouldn’t say that!”


“Don’t be a fool, man!” Jones snapped. “Have you had other delusions? Seen any other ghosts?”


“No.”


“Then you didn’t this time. He can’t reveal his name without going on trial for a murder he didn’t commit!”


The eye twitched faster. “He’d better find himself a name pretty soon, Mr. Jones! Very soon! I’ve been asking a few discreet questions.” The twitch had spread to his cheek. “He turned up at the front line under very mysterious circumstances. No uniform, no papers, nothing. They think he’s a German sp-p-py!”


“What!”


“That’s one th-th-theory.” Smedley was having trouble controlling his mouth now. “So he’s got the choice of being hanged or sh-sh-shot, do you see?”


“My god!”


“What’n hell’re we going to do, Ginger? How can we help him?” Smedley buried his face in one hand and a sleeve. He began to weep again.












II


White Knight
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AS SOON AS THE NURSE TURNED HER BACK, SMEDLEY SPAT OUT THE sleeping pill. When the light was turned off, he placed it carefully under his pillow. He would need it later. He rolled onto his back and prepared to wait.


His right hand throbbed. The fingers were tightly clenched, the nails digging into his palm. They were all somewhere back in Belgium, but he could feel exactly what they were doing…hurt like hell sometimes. Just part of the trouble of going bonkers.


Staffles had not been designed as a hospital. He shared a room with two other men, and there was barely room to walk between the beds. Rattray tossed and scuffled on the right; Wilkinson wheezed and bubbled on the left, his lungs ruined by gas. Very shortly both men were snoring—those pills packed a punch like twelve-inch howitzers.


Light filtered in from the corridor. The sounds of the hospital dwindled into silence. Once in a while it trembled as a train clattered by, London to Dover or Dover to London…no question which was the better way to be heading these days. The guns were still throbbing.


He needed a fag, but the nurses gathered up every cigarette in the building at lights-out. Staffles was one giant firetrap.


He lay and brooded, trying to fit what he had learned about the anonymous John Three in the west wing to the Exeter story he had heard from Jones—how that man had aged! An impossible disappearance and an impossible reappearance? Somehow that was appropriate. At least it made sense to a loony with a bad case of shell shock who couldn’t sit still for ten minutes without having an attack of the willies.


I would kill for a cigarette.


He should have done something about Exeter days ago, but he hadn’t really been able to believe himself. It had taken Ginger’s reassurance to convince him of his own story, to persuade him he wasn’t that far gone in the head. Not quite. Close, but not on target.


Exeter had vanished from Albert Memorial Hospital in Greyfriars. Somehow he had passed by the nurses on duty and the doorman, all of whom had sworn he had not. The night nurse had discovered his room wrecked, blood on the floor, and yet no one had heard a thing. Impossible, but Ginger believed, although he admitted it was hearsay. Hearsay from Mrs. Bodgley was good as Holy Writ.


John Three had been brought in from the battlefield with no uniform on. With nothing on, so the rumors said—shows how far gone the poor sod must be. No sane skulker would go so far as to strip to the buff in that rain-swept, bullet-swept, shell-swept hell. Mad as a March hare.


There were only two ways into no-man’s-land. Either he had come from the British lines or the German lines. Or perhaps he’d cracked up an aeroplane. But why bare arsed? The mud had been known to suck off a man’s boots and trousers but not his tunic. Shell blast could collapse his lungs or his brain and kill him without leaving a visible mark on him, but stripping him naked without otherwise harming him seemed rather too freakish even for shell blast.


I would give my right arm for a fag. It’s no damn use anyway.


Why John Three? Could he speak at all? Why not invent a name?




Name, rank, and serial number.


The alternative was a bullet.


Why had Exeter not been shot out of hand? Why was he not in a provost cell, at least, instead of a low-security mental ward? There were weird rumors. Or at least there were rumors of rumors, tales of people who knew more than they were able to tell but rolled their eyes expressively.


He might not have been faking when he was brought in. Men picked up in battlefields were usually in bloody rotten shape. The journey back on a stretcher would be enough of an ordeal to drive a chap bonkers all by itself. So perhaps Exeter had genuinely been unable to talk when he was brought in, although Smedley himself had walked on his own feet into the casualty clearing station and tried to shake hands with—never mind.


Exeter had been putting up a stall on Wednesday. He had known Smedley. And if there was one thing Smedley had learned to recognize in Belgium, it was terror.


Exeter hadn’t even given him a don’t-give-me-away look. It had been an attempt at an I-don’t-know-you look. That rankled a little, but if he couldn’t trust an old pal not to give him away, then he was in something very deep and ever so smelly.


How long could he swing it? The medicals weren’t dumb; they knew a skulker when they saw one. They’d use all kinds of tricks—sneak up behind him and bark orders, ask unexpected questions, leave newspapers lying around….


Thinking about that, Smedley began to sweat. How long could a man go without speaking? It would be like solitary, but solitary in the middle of a crowd. Voluntary Coventry? Never speaking, never admitting that you could understand? Hour after hour. Day after day. It would crack a man. If Exeter wasn’t already off his rocker, the strain of pretending to be would make it so. Playing crazy, he’d go crazy!


Smedley realized with a shock that he hadn’t been weeping or even twitching. Just lying there, thinking and wishing for a Player’s. The Exeter puzzle had given his mind something to chew on.


He had a strange jumpy feeling, not altogether unpleasant. He wasn’t going to be in any personal danger. Hell, he could paint his face green or dance hornpipes on the piano and no one would do anything more than sigh and write a note on his file.


The danger would be to Exeter. If Smedley got caught showing interest in the mystery man, then someone might put two and two together. If anyone ever made the Fallow connection, then the jig would be up. Which might be why Exeter was keeping his mouth shut instead of spinning a yarn. An Englishman’s voice would place him within a county. Or his school. Put Professor Higgins on the case and he’d say, “Fallow!” in two shakes.


Smedley awoke with a blast of terror, sweating torrents and choking back a scream. He had been asleep! Without a pill! Jolly good! First time since…since never mind. Snores to the right of him, snores to the left of him, volleyed and thundered. So he hadn’t actually shrieked aloud. He had slept! Perhaps he was getting a little better, just a little? Please, Lord?


He tried to see his watch and couldn’t. Still, it felt like time to go. He swallowed the ashtray taste in his mouth and eased back the blankets.




Dressing one-handed was bad enough in daylight. From now on he’d have his suits made with flies that buttoned on the left. He had thought to pull his shoes off without untying them, but getting them on again was harder. Neckties were an invention of the devil…. Hairbrush…


One wan bulb lit the corridor, invoking vast shadows. He set off on tiptoe, thinking of the poor sods in the trenches in Belgium, going over the top. At least in the artillery he’d never had to do that. Primary target: the linen closet down the hall. Pray it wasn’t locked.


It was. Hellfire!


In two weeks he had snooped everywhere in Staffles—upstairs, downstairs, in any chamber he was allowed into—hoping he was doing it from boredom and because it was better than sitting still, frightened he was doing it because his loose brains were looking for bogeys.


Secondary target: one of the doctors’ rooms.


He found a doctors’ cubbyhole that was not locked, that did have a white coat hanging behind the door. Some kind saint had even left a stethoscope in the pocket. Now that was really shockingly careless! Take that man’s name, Sergeant.


His fingers were shaking so much he could barely fasten the buttons. Nelly! He hung the stethoscope around his neck like a gas mask. He tucked a pencil behind his ear and his stump in his pocket and a clipboard under his arm. Then he stiffened his upper lip and marched off boldly in the direction of the west wing.


The house was dim and silent. It stank of disinfectant and the eternal stench of stale cigarette smoke.


A real doctor was the worst danger, and there would be one on duty somewhere. A nurse might be overawed by the stethoscope. Guards…


One guard, reading a newspaper.


“Don’t get up!” the doctor said, and walked right by him.


It would not have worked in a proper hospital, but Staffles was not a proper hospital. The night nurses were not sitting out at a duty desk where they could view the corridor. Light pouring from an open door was the best they could manage, and apparently no one noticed the white shape flit past. The west wing had been servants’ quarters—low ceilings, painted plaster walls. Feeling the guard’s eyes boring into his backbone, Smedley chose a room at random.


There were two beds crammed in there. One was empty. The man in the other was bandaged beyond recognition, but he sounded asleep.


Would the guard register that the doctor had not turned on the light?


Smedley waited a couple of minutes, about two thousand heartbeats.


Then he peeked cautiously. The guard was back in his newspaper. The light from the duty room shone unobstructed.


The next room was not the right one either.


Nor the next.


The next was.


A fair-haired head. Asleep. Just a kid, but lying on his back and breathing noisily. Exeter’s black hair on the other pillow.




Suddenly Smedley was back in Paris, three years ago, staying at Uncle Frank’s on his way to Crete, sharing a room with Exeter. His heart twisted in his chest. Ye gods and little fishes, man! How can you still look so young?


He left the door open. To close it would attract attention if a nurse had to pass by. He squeezed in between the bed and the wall, on the right side. He knelt down, dropping the clipboard. He laid his hand over Exeter’s mouth.


A wild reaction almost blew the gaff. Bedsprings creaked. Arms and legs flailed; a hand grabbed his wrist so hard he thought it would crack.


“Shush, you idiot! It’s me. Smedley. Julian!”


A grunt. A groan. Exeter subsided. The kid in the other bed paused in his breathing—and then resumed. Smedley’s heart crawled back where it belonged.


He leaned close. “I know who you are,” he whispered. “This is on the level. No one put me up to this. I swear that! I want to help.”


The blue eyes were silver gray in the dark, even with his, staring at him from the pillow.


“Ginger Jones came calling today.”


Exeter sucked in a long breath and sighed it out again. He was drugged and still mostly asleep. Dopey, trying not to show any reaction.


“I don’t believe you killed—I don’t think Bagpipe’s death was your doing. Ginger doesn’t, either. I know you disappeared mysteriously from a hospital. Can you disappear from this one?”


Pause. Very slightly, Exeter shook his head.


That was a very deniable shake. Why wouldn’t he trust an old friend?


“Can you talk?”


An almost imperceptible nod.


“You won’t fool them for long, Edward! Do you want help getting out of here?”


A stronger nod. More blinks, as if Julian Smedley might not be the only man in the world with eye troubles.


“Can you tell me what’s going on?” Smedley begged.


Another faint shake.


“For God’s sake, man! Trust me!” He felt his cheek beginning to twitch. Any minute now the tears would start. Then where would trust go?


He waited stubbornly, sweating, gritting his teeth, fighting against twitching and weeping. He thought he wasn’t going to get an answer. Then it came, a tenuous sound, like a whisper from beyond the grave and yet so close that he could smell the breath that brought it.


“You couldn’t believe me.”


“From the rumors I’ve heard, I can believe anything.”


A shake: no.


“Look, I’m not going to be here much longer. I don’t know how to get you out of here, and I don’t know where I could take you that would be safe. Have you any ideas? Any suggestions? Anyone who needs to be told?”


Exeter’s fingers reached out and took the pencil from behind Smedley’s ear.


Smedley fumbled awkwardly to retrieve the clipboard. It had slipped under the bed. He passed it up. Exeter turned over the top sheet and wrote on the back of it. He handed them both back.




Smedley took the pencil in his left hand and tried to take the clipboard with his stump.


“Oh, my god!”


Exeter had spoken aloud, almost shouted. The kid on the next bed fell silent. Smedley crouched down low, out of sight. He was shaking. He must get out of here before he had an attack of the willies! In a moment the slow breathing resumed.


When he straightened up again, Exeter’s hand gripped his shoulder and squeezed like a vise. They stared at each other.


Well! So there were other men who had trouble with watery eyes these days? Lot of it going around.


“Edward—”


Somebody screamed farther along the hall. Then screamed again.


Smedley wanted to dive under the bed. He forced himself to stand up and go to the door. Confused voices rising in protest, more screams…Some poor bugger having nightmares. A nurse hurried by. Then another.


Then the heavy tread of the guard. They all went by. Splendid!


He glanced around. Exeter was sitting up straight, face pale, eyes wide.


“Enfilading fire, old man!” Smedley said cheerily. He waved his stump and departed.


If one of the nurses came out to fetch something and saw a doctor in the corridor—but that didn’t happen.


Smedley went back to bed and wept until his sleeping pill took effect.


On Sunday it rained most of the day. He practiced left-handed writing all morning. In the evening he walked down to the village and posted two letters, to the addresses Exeter had given him.
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FALLOW IN HOLIDAY TIME WAS A MORGUE THESE DAYS. IN ANOTHER week the inmates would start to trickle back, and the school year would start up again. Meanwhile, only a half dozen or so masters and three or four wives remained on the premises. Before the war there had always been a few boys in permanent residence, sons of parents abroad. The problems of finding staff, both academic and domestic, had forced the board of governors to abandon the practice of providing year-round board in the meantime. A revolution was sweeping England “in the meantime,” and only the far future would show how many of those expedients were temporary.


Early on Tuesday, David Jones cycled into Wassal and caught the local train to Greyfriars. The service was extremely poor on that line now, but rural buses were worse, almost as rare as dodoes in the England of 1917. After a twenty-minute wait, he entrusted his mortal coil to the Great Western Railway Company once more and was borne eastward toward London. The express was packed with people, many of them servicemen. At first he thought he would have to stand in the corridor the whole way, but a young gunner rose and donated his seat to the elderly gent, for which the same was suitably grateful. Considering that Jones was bound on paying his respects to the military, the tribute was ironic.




A couple of hours brought him to Paddington. From there he took the tube to Cannon Street and emerged into a dreary, drizzly gray morning, rank with the stench of coal and petrol. Letting the scurrying crowds rush by him, he strolled across London Bridge at a leisurely pace to his destination, Guy’s Hospital.


He spent the remainder of the morning in conversation with William Derby, another Fallow old boy—not so old, really. He could not be more than twenty-five. He had been broken and blinded on the Somme, but his morale was heartrending. The ones that needed cheering up were almost easier. Like Julian Smedley, most of them were so happy to be out of the fighting that they regarded their disabilities as blessings. In time the reality would sink in.


By lunchtime, Jones’s task was done. He did not like London. Before the war he had rarely come up to town except to pass through on his way to somewhere else. It was too big, too busy, too grimy. The war had brought to it a frantic, hothouse exuberance that did nothing to change his feelings. His new, self-imposed assignment of visiting the wounded had taken him there a dozen times in the last two months. One precaution he had learned from bitter experience was to bring his lunch with him, so today he sat on a damp bench on the Victoria Embankment and ate his sandwiches. Ten years ago all the taxicabs in London had been pulled by horses. Now there was hardly a horse to be seen anywhere. The smell of the city had changed, but petrol fumes were hardly an improvement.


He had the rest of the day before him. There were many other maimed young men he could call on, although none he knew of whom he had not visited at least once. He was haunted by the problem of one he could not visit, Edward Exeter.


In more than thirty years of teaching, he could recall no boy so cursed. His parents had been foully slaughtered in a native uprising in Kenya. He himself had been implicated in another murder, and seriously injured. Now he was in danger of being shot as a spy. It was madness! What had he ever done to provoke the Furies so? Out of all the hundreds of boys Jones had taught in his career, he would have ranked none ahead of Edward Exeter.


The only help he could think to provide was to track down Alice Prescott. He had last met her in 1914, when she had rushed down to Greyfriars to visit her young cousin in hospital. She had been a very self-possessed miss even then. Exeter had been suffering from a severe case of puppy love, but her heart—so Jones had suspected—had been mortgaged elsewhere. She had been fond of Edward, without question, because they had grown up together in Africa, but she had not spoken of him as a prospective lover.


Jones had written to her a couple of times afterward, relaying what skimpy information he had been able to gather about Exeter’s disappearance. The correspondence had withered for lack of purpose. When her famous uncle, the Reverend Roland Exeter, died a couple of years later, Jones had sent a sympathy card to her last known address. It had been returned, recipient unknown. The war had raged ever more wildly since then. She might well be married or driving an ambulance in Palestine by now.


But he had promised Julian Smedley that he would try to devise some way of assisting Exeter, assuming that the mysterious John Three confined in Staffles was truly the missing man. In the days since, Jones had experienced no brain waves, had achieved nothing practical. He had written a careful note to the widowed Mrs. Bodgley, but she could hardly be expected to assist a boy she had barely known, one suspected of murdering her only son. The only possible helper in this affair was Alice Prescott. To the best of his knowledge, she was the only family Exeter possessed.




He fed his crusts to the restless pigeons and headed for the underground again. Miss Prescott’s last known address had been in Chelsea, a modest location that would have been handy for her clients. She had been a teacher of piano, and the nearby area of South Kensington would have provided many wealthy families with children in need of such social improvement.


He found the flat. There was nobody home, which was hardly surprising in the middle of the afternoon. He rang a few doorbells in the vicinity, spoke with a few harried, suspicious women, and eventually found one who remembered Miss Prescott. It had only been three years, after all. He spun a yarn about news of a long-lost relative; either that or his accent convinced the lady that he was not a bill collector. After a long wait in a dim corridor, he was rewarded with an address in Hackney. Doffing his hat in salute, David Jones departed in search of the nearest tube station.


Hackney, of course, lay on the other side of the City. He could not afford taxis, so he had a choice of bus, tram, or tube. The advantage of the tube was that it displayed maps in all the stations. Even a country yokel could not get lost on the underground.


How often could a young lady change her address in three years?


Twice.


Three times, and apparently never for the better. There had been money in the family once.


The rain had started again. By the time darkness fell, he was in Lambeth, south of the river, and not very far from his starting point at Guy’s Hospital. Whatever Miss Prescott was doing in that grim, working-class area, she was not likely to be teaching piano to the pampered offspring of rich matrons.


It had been an exhausting day, and his feet throbbed. Darkness was true darkness, too, for the threat of German air raids had imposed blackout. He knew in a purely cerebral way that the bombs did very little damage and caused few casualties—relative to the millions of people exposed, that is—but emotionally he had no desire to become a statistic.


He found the entrance beside a tobacconist’s shop and was happily surprised to see that Miss Prescott did not inhabit one of the horrible egg-crate tenements of the back streets. This was a three-story corner building, proudly bearing the date, 1896. Its yellow brick was stained by the everpresent soot of London, but it was a reasonably appealing edifice. He plodded wearily up two flights of hard, steep stairs, inhaling aromas of boiled cabbage and cooking fat. At the top he was faced with a door, four bell pushes, and four labels he could not read in the gloom. He flipped a mental coin in the dark and pressed.


With surprisingly good reflexes, the door cracked open almost at once. Light knifed out at him. He blinked.


He raised his hat. “I am looking for a Miss Alice Prescott.”


“I am she,” said an educated, non-Lambeth voice.


Praise the Lord! “David Jones, Miss Prescott.”


The cultured voice said, “Christ!” and the door shut.


Jones could not recall ever having heard a woman use that particular blasphemy, and few men either. Before he could catch his breath, the chain rattled and the door swung open.


“Come in, Mr. Jones! This is a welcome, if rather alarming surprise. Let me take your coat. I have just brewed a pot of tea….”




She was a very practical young lady, and self-possessed to boot. He was ushered out of the cramped entrance hall into a small sitting room and urged to take a chair. He glanced around, at first with surprise and then with something closer to astonishment.


The address might be questionable and the wallpaper regrettable, but the furnishings were not. The tiny space was almost filled by an upright rosewood piano, two armchairs, and a sofa; they were old, yet neither worn nor faded. The rug underfoot was thick and bright. The curtains were velvet, the little tables oak. The mantel above the gas fire bore several Royal Doulton figurines and a silver-framed photograph of a man in uniform. A marble-topped cupboard with a two-ring gas cooker and a gently steaming kettle served as kitchen. The cup and saucer were Spode.


The crusts of the family fortune had taken refuge in Lambeth.


His wondering gaze turned to the walls and the watercolors.


“Yes, they are genuine Constables,” Miss Prescott said drily. “You will have a cup of tea with me since you are here?”


One of the more embarrassing problems of advancing years…“If I may just freshen up first?”


“Of course! First door on the right. Let me find you a towel.”


The WC was the size of a chicken coop. The bathroom opposite was little larger, but any indoor plumbing at all ranked the flat well above average for the neighborhood. She would share the facilities with the other tenants on the floor, of course. Considering the housing situation in London at the moment, she was doing very well. Her plain, serviceable suit had suggested that she was in some sort of clerical work, certainly not munitions, like so many thousands of British women now. Idiot!—there were no munitions factories in the heart of London. As he dried his hands, Jones decided that Alice Prescott was almost certainly a secretary of some sort, and she could walk to Whitehall from here.


He returned to the sitting room. She smiled up at him and said, “One lump or two?” Thus might a Roman matron have invoked the household gods.


She was not classically beautiful—her nose and teeth were too prominent. Had she possessed her cousin’s jet-black hair and startlingly blue eyes, she might have been striking. Even with nondescript coloring, she was a handsome young woman.


Jones accepted the tea with gratitude, took a sip, and found himself impaled by a very direct gaze.


She wasted no words. “Where is he, Mr. Jones?”


“I am not certain of this, I have not seen him, but…Do you remember Julian Smedley?”


“Yes.”


“He says Exeter is in Staffles, a temporary hospital in Kent.”


“Under what name?”


“A pseudonym, of course. ‘John Three.’ He is pretending to be suffering from amnesia, but Smedley is certain it’s your cousin.”


Alice bit her lip. All she said was, “Go on.”


With tea soaking through his fibers like ambrosia, Jones recounted the tale. His feet were throbbing and burning inside his shoes; his knees ached. He did not want to think of the journey home that awaited him, but hotel rooms in London were an impossibility now.




She murmured an apology and held out a plate of biscuits. They had not been in evidence when he came in. He limited himself to one. As he talked, he became vaguely aware of other changes in the room. The fire had been lit…a table moved…Ah! The photograph had disappeared from the mantel. Interesting!


When his tale was done, she did not at first comment, which was a surprise. Instead she said, “And how are things at Fallow?”


“Much the same. We feel the pinch less than most, I expect.”


She raised her eyebrows in frank disbelief. “Then how does it feel to be raising the next crop of cannon fodder?”


“Not good.”


She smiled bitterly. “How bright and glorious it seemed at the beginning! When I last saw Edward, he was far more upset at his broken leg keeping him out of the war than he was about being a suspected murderer. Another cup? And now we all know better, don’t we?”


Uneasy at hearing such defeatist sentiment, Jones accepted another cup.


As she poured, she said, “Edward turning up in Flanders I can understand. He would have enlisted as soon as his leg healed. No question. But to enlist he would have needed an identity. Turning up without any clothes on sounds…”


Again she turned her intimidating stare on her visitor. It would not have disgraced Queen Mary. “I do not attend séances, Mr. Jones. I do not read fortunes in tea leaves, nor consult Gypsy witches at fairgrounds. And yet I am convinced that whatever my cousin was mixed up in three years ago was more than natural.”


Jones sighed. “I have been trying to avoid that conclusion ever since it all happened, but I think I agree with you. There were too many locked doors, too much of the inexplicable. A rational explanation…There wasn’t one!”


“Edward thought he was in love with me.”


What was the difference between thinking one was in love and actually being in love? “He made no secret of it.”


“I mention that only because I really believed he had died. He would never have departed voluntarily without at the very least dropping me a note. Now you say he has returned under equally mysterious circumstances.…May I suppose that he was taken against his will and has now escaped?”


“Out of the frying pan?”


She smiled and turned to study the hissing gas.


“I must see him.”


“I told Smedley I would visit him again on Friday.”


“No, we have departmental minutes on Fridays.” A wicked gleam shone in her eyes. “One advantage of being female, Mr. Jones, is that a male employer is always too embarrassed to ask for details if you request a day off.”


Shocked again, he coughed awkwardly. “Yes.”


“So will you stay over tonight?”


Oh, yes please! “Oh, I couldn’t possibly—”


“The settee is quite comfortable, my friends tell me. I doubt if the neighbors will notice, and we must hope the zeppelins don’t. Not many zeppelins now, anyway—they have these big bombers instead. I have a largish had-dock we can share, and potatoes are back in the shops, thank goodness. If you can manage on half a haddock, two potatoes, and a sofa, then you are more than welcome.”




“That is exceedingly generous of you!”


“I am most grateful to you for coming here, Mr. Jones,” Alice said somberly. “You must tell me how you tracked me down. What is your normal procedure for organizing jailbreaks?”
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WEDNESDAY BROUGHT SMEDLEY DISASTER. THREE DISASTERS.


Whatever the war had done, it had not seriously damaged the Royal Mail, which delivered the first two disasters by the morning post. Miss Alice Prescott was “not known” at the Chelsea address. Whether or not Jonathan Oldcastle, Esq. still resided at The Oaks, Druids Close, Kent, the Post Office was not about to admit being aware of the address.


With one hand and a foot, Smedley tore both letters into fragments. Then he had a quiet weep.


The third disaster was even worse. He was told to pack his bags.


He begged. He pleaded. He groveled. Damned tears wouldn’t come when they might be useful. The thought of being buried alive in Chichester was the living end. Since his mother had died the house was a tomb. With no servants available now, he would be completely alone with his father. Worse, next Sunday was his twenty-first birthday, so every aunt and cousin and uncle from Land’s End to John o’ Groats would descend on the returning hero. He would gibber and weep buckets and shock the whole brood of them out of their wits.


“Those are orders, Captain,” the medic said coldly. “Besides, we need the beds, old man.”


His discharge would take effect as soon as he had been up to the palace to get his medal. Meanwhile he was on sick leave. There was a bus at 12:10. Ta-ta!


Then he remembered Exeter, who would wait and wait and never know why his savior did not return. Ginger Jones was coming back on Friday with whatever plans he had been able to concoct, but Smedley could do nothing by himself. The willies came then. His face did its octopus dance. Tears streamed in torrents. He shook so hard he expected the dressing to fall off his wrist. He gabbled.


“Well…” the doctor said unwillingly. “We’ve got a new lot coming in on Friday. Can put you up till then, I suppose.”


Smedley could not even get his thanks out. Two more days! He wanted to kiss the man’s hand like a dago.


It felt like midnight, and it was still not lunchtime. He wandered out into the entrance hall, which was almost the only public space in the building. On a rainy day, like this one, it was crammed with uniformed men, those mobile enough to leave their beds. Amid all the bandages and crutches and wheelchairs there were dominoes and draughts, bridge and newspapers, and much desultory, bored conversation.


Dr. Stringer came marching in the main door.


Smedley made an about-turn. He headed back to his room and changed into civvies. He would get away with that for about twenty minutes, if he was lucky. He asked a red-haired nurse to tie his Old Fallovian tie for him, so it would look nice.


“Mr. Stringer is extremely busy!” the secretary snapped.




Surgeons were never called “doctor,” but fortunately Smedley had remembered that. He should have guessed that surgeons, like golden fleeces, would be guarded by monsters. This particular monster had fortified a stronghold of her own; her rolltop desk was probably armor plated, the wall of filing cabinets behind her cut off half the hallway. Her outer defenses of chairs and tables could not have been bettered by the German high command. It would need at least a full division to advance to that decidedly closed door.


If she could not actually breathe fire, she could certainly look it. “You are not one of his patients, Captain—er…”


“Oh, I shan’t keep him more than a jiffy! It’s a family matter.”


The old hussy pouted disbelievingly. “Family?” A surgeon as eminent as Mr. Stringer could not possibly be related to anything lower than a colonel.


“Sort of.” Wilting under the glare, Smedley fingered his tie. “Just wanted to pay my respects, don’t you know.”


Perhaps she had been a schoolmistress in her youth. She wore her hair in a bun and must be at least thirty. Her features had been chipped from granite, but the basilisk eyes narrowed as she appraised the tie. “I’ll see if he can spare you a moment, Captain Smedley. Pray take a seat.”


He sat on a hard wooden chair and sweated it out. Stringer was another Old Fallovian, but he could not have known Exeter, who had been long after his time. Even by talking to the man, Smedley was breaking trust. But what choice did he have? In less than two days he would be evicted from Staffles and lose all hope of helping Exeter. This was the only lead he had. He need not give John Three’s real name. Just make a few inquiries. Find out what the score was. Face seems familiar, maybe? Dare he go that far?


And if the surgeon called his bluff, the provost sergeant would break Smedley into pieces in seconds.


He studied the Illustrated London News and saw not a line of it. Oddly enough, though, his hand was so steady that the paper wasn’t even shaking. Funny, that. No accounting for the willies.


“Mr. Stringer will see you now, Captain.”


The office was a cramped oblong with a small, high window and green-painted walls. It had probably been a butler’s pantry originally, because scars on the wall showed where built-in cupboards had been ripped out when the Army took over. There was barely room for a desk, two filing cabinets, and a couple of chairs. The chair behind the desk looked comfortable. The one in front was not.


Stringer rose and extended his left hand. Smedley had not yet decided whether he appreciated that courtesy or regarded it as patronizing. In this case it had been offered to show that the surgeon had fast reactions.


He was short, fortyish, starting to grow plump, and his fair hair was parted in the middle. His suit had cost fifty guineas on Savile Row. His manner was brusque and arrogant, which was to be expected of surgeons. He had an unhealthy hospital pallor, as if he rarely went outdoors. His eyes were fishily prominent, and they had registered the tie.


“Do take a seat, Captain. Smoke?” He offered a carved mahogany box, English and Egyptian.




Smedley accepted a chair and a Dunhill. Stringer took the same and lit both fags with a vesta. He leaned back to put his visitor at ease. He smiled politely.


“I was not aware that we were related.”


“Adopted family, sir.”


“Esse non sapere?”


“That certainly applied in Flanders!” To be, not to know.


Stringer nodded approvingly. “Fallow has more than done its share in this war, Captain. Forty-four old boys have made the Supreme Sacrifice, last I heard. I feel sorry for the youngsters there now. Grim lookout, what?”


“Bloody awful.”


The lookout for a sixth former now was a great deal worse than the lookout for a successful surgeon with a prosperous Harley Street practice, who probably regarded his weekly consultation at Staffles as all the Empire could legitimately expect from him in the way of war effort. Field hospitals would be beneath a man of his eminence.


He was smiling the sort of smile that medical professors taught their best students. “You are assured of an honored place in the school annals yourself, Captain. Sorry I hadn’t registered you were here. Jolly good show. We can all be proud of you.”


Willies gibbered in the rafters. Smedley shuddered and fought them back.


Stringer’s eyebrows rose fractionally. “And what can I do for you today?”


What Smedley wanted to say was, Don’t let them send me away from here!


What he did say was, “Er…”


“Yes?”


“Er…” He was choking, he could not breathe. “Er…er…”


Stringer patiently trimmed the ash on his cigarette in the ashtray, looking at that and nothing else.


“Er…”


Still the doctor kept his eyes down. “Take your time, old man. It just takes a little while to get it out of your system. You’re still fresh out of Hades.”


“Er…”


“We’ve got lots worse than you. Not my specialty, of course. Not my patients, most of them. Can’t amputate memories, unfortunately.”


They all said this sort of guff at Staffles, but it wasn’t what they thought. What they thought was coward and weakling, just like the guv’nor did. When Smedley was thrown out of here, he was going to have to face a world that thought like that.


Still Stringer studied his cigarette, while Smedley’s face burned like a sunset and twitched and twitched. His lips and tongue would do nothing but slaver. Why had he come here? Any minute he would blurt out something about Exeter….


“Some poor devils can’t even remember their own names,” Stringer said offhandedly, putting his cigarette back in his mouth. He took a letter from a wire basket and scanned it. “Got one chappie upstairs hasn’t spoken a word since the day he was brought in. Understands English, though. He reacts—tries not to, but he does. Understands German, too.”


Good God! He knew!


“But I don’t really think the German’s too significant,” Stringer remarked, frowning at the page.


“Probably not,” Smedley agreed. Exeter had always been a sponge for languages. Stringer knew who he was!




“Interesting chappie. Picked up in the middle of a battle without a stitch on him, just outside Ypres. No account of how he got there. And he can’t tell us. Or won’t, perhaps. There was some talk of just standing him up against a wall and shooting him.”


“Why didn’t they?” said a voice astonishingly like Smedley’s own.


Stringer looked up cautiously and seemed to approve of what he saw. He dropped the letter back in the tray. “Well, it’s a rum do. His hair, for one thing.”


“Hair, sir?”


“He had a full beard and his hair was down over his ears, like a woman’s. I needn’t quote King’s Regulations to you, Captain, and I dare say the Kaiser feels the same way about lice.” Stringer drew on his cigarette, eyebrows cocked quirkily to indicate that this was all frightfully jolly and nobody need get overwrought. The fishy eyes gleamed. He spun his chair around and opened a drawer in one of the filing cabinets. “At any rate,” he said over his shoulder, “our mystery man was no soldier. That’s certain. And then there was his tan. I suppose the south of France is a possibility.”


“Tan, sir?” Hospital pallor?


“He had a tan. A corker of a tan.” Stringer spun around to face his visitor again, thumbing through a file. “Yes, here it is. ‘When stripped, the patient appeared to be wearing white shorts. This pigmentation is only compatible with recent, extended exposure to a tropical climate.’ Then he turns up outside Ypres in the wettest summer in fifty years. Odd, isn’t it?”


Now the surgeon put his arrogant stare to work, but Smedley was past noticing. Now he knew why Exeter had not been shot as a spy. But he wasn’t much further forward. There was still a murder in the background, and now there was also the problem of how Stringer had known….


The surgeon was smiling.


“How?” Smedley asked weakly.


Smirking. “Best fast bowler the school’s had this century. Saw him get that hat trick against Eton.”


Lord, who would ever forget that day! The willies grabbed Smedley’s eyeballs and squeezed.


“Astonishing thing is that no one else’s recognized him yet!” Stringer sighed. “What the hell are we going to do?”


“You? You, sir? You’ll help, sir?”


“Don’t you want me to?”


“Yes, oh, yes! Would you? I mean he was just about my best friend and I’ll do anything I can to get him out and clear his—”


“Ah, yes. There is that, isn’t there?”


Smedley considered the awful prospect that he had walked into a trap. He had never spoken to this man before, and now he had betrayed his pal. The chance that Stringer would jeopardize a notable career and even risk a prison sentence for abetting the escape of a suspected spy was not the sort of hypothesis even a shell-shocked…


But the doctor had already known.




“Nothing too serious physically,” Stringer muttered, perusing the file. “He picked up some scratches in the mud, of course, and that stuff swarms with microbes. Gas gangrene, tetanus—we have antitoxins now, thank the Lord. Not like 1915. And he got some mustard gas blisters.” He looked up warily. “But he’s basically sound, physically that is. You said you were chums? I’d have thought he was a year or two behind you.”


“He seems to have worn well.” Smedley had not. “Sir, I will never believe Exeter stabbed a man in the back!”


Stringer pulled a face. “Not what they taught at Fallow in my day! The investigation was thoroughly botched, you know. Some country bobby who’d never dealt with anything worse than poaching. The Home Office sacked the general over it. That wasn’t the story, but it’s true. He should have called in Scotland Yard or shouted for aid from the next county.”


But what did they do now?


“Just as well,” Stringer said, glancing at his watch. “No fingerprints on file. So Mrs. Bodgley tells me. I have to make my rounds right away. We’ll have the man in here after and talk it over. You can manage for a half hour or so?”


He smiled quietly and eased the file across to the other side of his desk. Then he stubbed out his cigarette, rose to his feet, and pranced out the door in his fifty-guinea suit. Smedley’s mouth was still hanging open.
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HAD SMEDLEY REALLY THOUGHT ABOUT IT, HE WOULD HAVE SAID that he could no more sit still for half an hour in that cramped little office than his battery could have shelled Berlin from Flanders. Yet he did not go off his rocker. The walls did not fall on him. The willies stayed away, although it was probably nearly a whole hour before he was interrupted.


He had serious planning to do. He must devise a way to smuggle Exeter out of Staffles. After a while he decided that could be arranged. But where could the fugitive run to once he was outside the walls?


He considered Chichester and his gorge rose. In theory an empty house with no tattling servants around would be an ideal hideout, but there would be recurring plagues of aunts. Worse, the guv’nor had no use for Exeter. He blamed Exeter’s father for the Nyagatha massacre, claiming the man had gone native. He’d accepted the son’s guilt in the Bodgley case right away. Scratch Chichester!


There was Fallow. Term did not start for another ten days. Ginger could arrange something.


So that was settled. Now he had to think of a way to pass the information to Exeter when he was brought in, and right under Stringer’s nose, too—another midnight expedition to the west wing would be tempting the gods. He found paper in the desk drawer. Writing left-handed was a bugger. Do not begin, “Dear Exeter!”


Tomorrow night will set off fire alarm. Try to slip away in the confusion. Left at bottom of stair. The yard wall is climbable. Go right. Look for Boadicea’s chariot at crossroads, half a mile. Good luck.


He added: God bless! and felt a little shamefaced about that.


Even folding a paper one-handed was tricky, but he wadded the note small and slipped it in his trouser pocket. Then he sat back to examine the file Stringer had so generously left for him.


Boadicea’s chariot was Ginger’s Austin roadster. Smedley could write a quick letter and catch the evening post with it. It would reach Fallow in the morning—perhaps. If it did not arrive until the afternoon, that would cut things very fine. He had better walk down to the village after dinner and telephone.




He realized that he was staring blankly at some appalling handwriting and medical jargon. He pulled his wits together—what was left of them—and began to read. He was not much wiser when he got to the end than he had been at the beginning, except on one point. The doctors knew that John Three was a shirker. He would certainly be thrown in the clink very shortly.


Two points. The stretcher-bearers who had witnessed his arrival all swore he had dropped out of the sky.


Smedley jumped as the door swung open. It swung a long way, hiding him from whoever was outside.


“Hand me that chair, would you, Miss Pimm?” Stringer’s voice said with breezy authority. In a hospital, a surgeon ranked just above God. “I am not to be disturbed. You needn’t wait, Sergeant. We’ll send word when we need to ship him back. Come in here, Three.”


There was barely room for another chair and two more men and a closing door. Exeter had not expected Smedley. His blue eyes flickered anger for a moment and then went stony blank. He was wearing flannels, a tweed jacket, and a shirt with no tie. He stood like a tailor’s dummy as the surgeon squeezed past him to reach his desk.


Stringer sat down and gazed up fishily at the patient.


Smedley shrank back on his seat.
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