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  ››› This title is part of The Murder Room, our series dedicated to making available out-of-print or hard-to-find titles
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  Crime fiction has always held up a mirror to society. The Victorians were fascinated by sensational murder and the emerging science of detection; now we are

  obsessed with the forensic detail of violent death. And no other genre has so captivated and enthralled readers.
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  Prologue




  “March, 1918”




  

    

      “In the Forward Zone of our defence, thinly held by twenty battalions on the whole front of nearly forty miles, eight or nine battalions entirely

      sacrificed themselves and disappeared, but not before they had inflicted very heavy losses on the Germans, and had already begun to wear out many of the enemy divisions. If there had been no

      fog the German losses would in all probability have been doubled.”




      Gough. The Fifth Army.


    


  




  “RATIONS are up, sir.”




  Company-Sergeant-Major Fellows stood in the muddy trench, his left hand holding back the blanket that masked the entrance to the Company Commander’s dug-out. ‘Dug-out’ was a

  courtesy title only, for the tiny chamber was no more than an alcove in the parapet of the trench, its top protected against light missiles by a few balks of timber and a layer of sandbags. So low

  was it that, to make his report, Sergeant-Major Fellows had to stoop uncomfortably, and he was no giant.




  Captain D’Arcy looked up from the ‘return’ that he was making, and nodded.




  “Thanks, Sergeant-Major. Come in and rest a minute.”




  The only seat in the dug-out was the bed, a wooden frame on which wire-netting had been stretched and this covered with sandbags and a couple of blankets. The table was a neat affair, about two

  feet high, constructed by the R.E. with strict regard to the proportions of the dug-out.




  With some diffidence, Sergeant-Major Fellows lowered himself on to the bed beside his captain.




  “There’s whisky on the shelf on your left, and a mug.”




  Fellows reached for the bottle, held the mug towards D’Arcy.




  “You, sir?”




  “No, thanks. I’ve had some. Help yourself.”




  Sergeant-Major Fellows saw that the bottle was half empty; his quick eye had noticed an empty bottle on the floor but no full one. The company had still twenty-four hours to do in the line; he

  himself would soon be back in the transport lines where whisky was not unobtainable; he poured only a splash into the mug and raised it.




  “Good health, sir.”




  “Thanks; it’s a healthy life.”




  The Sergeant-Major’s stupendous gulp was a masterpiece of deception, which was duly appreciated by his captain.




  “Sorry to say we lost two men coming up, sir; Laycock and Butler; direct hit from a whizz-bang.”




  Captain D’Arcy’s pale face had shown a momentary twist of discomfort.




  “You mean . . . shrapnel?”




  “Yes, sir. Seemed to burst right on them. Lucky in a way; if it had burst higher it might have got more of us.”




  “I’m sorry about Laycock; he was a good chap. Who’s Butler? I don’t know him.”




  “Only came up from the base yesterday, sir; fifteen of them, very young mostly. Seemed a nice lad, Butler, but nervous as a cat. Poor devil.”




  Captain D’Arcy gave a short laugh.




  “Is he?” he said. “He’s out of it . . . and the show just starting. Any news behind, Sergeant-Major?”




  “The usual rumours, sir. They seem to think Jerry’ll come over any day now. Lot of movement behind the lines. The Air Force have spotted camouflaged shelters enough to hide thousands

  and thousands of men, miles deep. The Quarter heard there was a whole Army Corps massing against our bit of line alone.”




  Again D’Arcy gave his short, mirthless laugh.




  “Thanks; that’s very comforting.”




  Sergeant-Major Fellows hastened to amend his error.




  “Divisional Headquarters are quite confident we’ll beat ’em off, sir.”




  “They would be . . . back in Achincourt. They’d sing a different tune if they were up here, night after night, waiting . . . waiting.”




  There was a note of hysteria in the voice, a flush on his captain’s cheek, which Fellows did not like. He knew well the strain of waiting and wished that he was in his usual place with the

  company, but in anticipation of the attack he had been ordered to remain in the transport lines during this tour of duty. Still, for his own part, Fellows thought the scare of a German push was

  being over-done; there wasn’t a great lot of shelling, nothing like what the British had put over before their pushes on the Somme or at Third Ypres.




  “Been very noisy, sir?”




  “No, that’s just what’s so . . . that rather gets on one’s nerves. It’s so damned quiet. What’s their game? They’ve hardly shelled us at all; nothing

  more than normal, anyway. What have they got up their sleeves? Is it some devilish new gas? They must have got something. They know they can’t get through us, even here where we’re so

  weak, unless they blow us to hell first . . . or something. What about the back areas? Has there been much shelling there?”




  “Not on our sector, sir. They say there’s been a lot of gas-shells put into Delcamps on the 99th Division front and the same at Lachvillers, south of us. But they seem to be leaving

  us alone.”




  Captain D’Arcy sat still, staring at the yellow flame of his solitary candle. His subordinate watched the flicker in his eyes, noted the tiny twitch at the drawn-down corner of his mouth.

  The silence drew on till it became uncomfortable, a silence broken only by the mechanical tat-tat-tat of a German machine-gun, the distant solitary ‘crump’ of a shell.




  With a jerk, D’Arcy pulled himself back to consciousness of his surroundings, began to disentangle his long legs from those of the little table.




  “I must go round the posts,” he said. “You get along down, Sergeant-Major, and have a good sleep. Take care of yourself.”




  He placed his hand for a moment on his subordinate’s arm and the latter, to hide his embarrassment, said gruffly:




  “I’m afraid that shell spoilt some of the rations, sir; a sack of biscuits and some groceries. I’d got a bit extra; I hope you won’t be short.”




  Captain D’Arcy struggled out into the trench and stretched his cramped back.




  “We shan’t be short,” he said. “We’ve lost four men ourselves. They don’t worry us much, but when they do they’re damned accurate.”




  As if to illustrate his words there came the sudden rush of a heavy body through the air, a shattering roar, a blinding flash. . . .




  The two men slowly rose from the bottom of the trench where they had instinctively flung themselves at the first threatening rush of sound. The minenwerfer bomb had fallen about two yards beyond

  the trench; even there it had blown in a large part of the parados, filling the trench with earth and broken revetment material, sandbags. . . .




  “All right, sir?” asked C.S.M. Fellows, anxiously.




  Captain D’Arcy did not answer directly but called to his runner.




  “Baylis? Where the hell are you? Come along, man, I’m going round the posts.”




  The runner had scrambled out from another ‘dug-out’ a little way long the trench. He dived back for his rifle and helmet.




  “Better rest a moment, hadn’t you, sir? That was pretty close.”




  Fellows himself felt shaken by the force and shock of the explosion. He knew well what its effect must be upon the officer, whose nervous system was already strained to a dangerous degree.

  Captain D’Arcy paid no attention but walked off down the trench, his steps at first shaky and uncertain but gradually coming under control. The Company-Sergeant-Major watched him with an

  anxious eye; it would not, he thought, take a great deal more to put the captain over the edge. The trouble was that he had been out too long; he ought to have been sent home for a rest, as many

  good men had been sent. He was a good officer, brave enough in action, but in the line, under shell-fire, his nerve was getting shaky; it would be a terrible pity, bad for himself and bad for the

  company, if it suddenly went altogether. With this push coming on. . . .




  Sergeant-Major Fellows shook his head and started off to collect his carrying party.




  The British line on this part of the front was organized in two zones, the Forward Zone and the Battle Zone, the idea being that whilst the garrison of the Forward Zone should

  keep an eye on the enemy and check any minor thrust, it could not be expected to withstand a major attack following on massed artillery preparation; this would be the task of the garrison of the

  Battle Zone, whose trenches were sited strictly for defence, beyond the reach of the enemy’s normal artillery positions, and well equipped with deep dug-outs and concrete machine-gun

  emplacements.




  That, at least, was the principle; the practice fell far short of it. The line here had only been taken over a few months ago from the French, who had made little attempt to prepare it for

  serious defence. Labour for improving it was scarce and the troops available, whether for defence or for work, were either inexperienced or exhausted by the heavy fighting of the past summer and

  autumn. What work could be done by way of improvement was concentrated upon the Battle Zone—which accounted for the lack of deep dug-outs in the Forward area.




  The 9th/33rd London Fusiliers, of which Captain Robert D’Arcy, Brackenshire Yeomanry, attached, commanded a company, held a sector of the Forward Zone, three companies in the line and one

  in reserve. Each company in the line occupied a quadrilateral strong-point with two and a half platoons, and had in front of this six posts of a section each. These latter represented the

  sentry-groups of an outpost line and were sited on the forward slope of the Bartières ridge; the strong-points, on the other hand, were on the reverse slope, from one to two hundred yards

  behind the crest, and so were hidden from direct observation. They were at least half a mile apart but were so sited as to give one another supporting fire. With the troops available it was

  impossible to hold a continuous line, but it was hoped that these strong-points, prepared for all-round defence, would break up and delay the enemy’s attack long enough to allow for the

  effective manning of the Battle Zone.




  Apart from its infantry garrison each strong-point had a section of machine-guns; emplacements for these were sited just off the rear face of the strong-point, to fire to each flank, the short

  frontal field of fire being entrusted to the company’s Lewis guns. The reserve company, with which were Battalion Headquarters, was to be used to counterattack and recapture any strong-point

  which might fall into the hands of the enemy.




  This defence scheme, under the circumstances, was probably the best that could be devised, but it was strange to the troops of this English Division, which had always been accustomed to a

  continuous front-line system, however sketchy.




  This very strangeness added to the state of nervous tension in which Robert D’Arcy and his brother officers awaited the great German offensive which was known to be imminent. D’Arcy

  had two subalterns with him, one, Chambers, a boy of eighteen, the other, Durward, a man in the late forties; neither had more than a month’s service in France. The rifle strength of his

  company in the line was one hundred and seventeen, of which thirty-five were in the section-posts and eighty-two in the strong-point. ‘B’ Company was on his right, and on his left, he

  knew, was a battalion of the Cumberlands, of the 99th Division.




  The day after his narrow escape from the ‘Minnie’—the 20th March, according to D’Arcy’s diary, and the last of his company’s turn in the

  line—passed quietly enough. A slight drizzle began in the afternoon, the first rain that had fallen for many weeks, and visibility was poor, but as there was no enemy activity this did not

  greatly worry the Fusiliers; what the Artillery F.O.O’s thought about it was another matter.




  Soon after dusk had fallen the Battalion Commander, Colonel Mannering, arrived at ‘C’ Company’s redoubt and inserted his massive form into D’Arcy’s tiny dug-out.

  After a few words on the inevitable subject of the weather and an enquiry about the day’s casualties he said, in the casual voice with which an Englishman cloaks anxiety:




  “Division seem to think they’ll come over to-morrow morning early. They’ve cancelled our relief for that reason—don’t want to run the risk of a double lot of troops

  in the Forward Zone being caught by the barrage. A bit hard on you and your men, Robert, but they swear if it doesn’t come to-morrow they’ll relieve us without fail to-morrow

  night.”




  The Company Commander felt his heart sink into the pit of his stomach. He had counted on getting his men out before the attack came. Now they were to be sacrificed . . . out of their turn. It

  wasn’t fair. . . .




  Colonel Mannering’s calm voice drawled on:




  “Personally, I’ve every hope you’ll have a real good shoot. They’ve got no observation on you here; there’s been very little registering; their barrage can’t

  be accurate. . . .”




  Not accurate! Good God!




  “. . . They’ll never force a frontal attack against these redoubts. They’ll try and filter through between and then you’ll catch ’em in flank; our artillery barrage

  comes down on the gaps too; you’ve only got to put up your S.O.S. lights. But don’t put ’em up till you’re sure the infantry are coming over. Counter-battery will go on to

  the German guns as soon as they open, irrespective of S.O.S.”




  Not till we’re sure . . . not till we’ve all been blotted out by the German barrage . . . guns trench mortars. . . .




  “You’ve got your full allotment of ammunition? bombs? reserve rations? . . . we may not be able to get more up to you for a day or so when it starts. What about wire . . . pretty

  good? Well, I’ll just walk round the redoubt with you. Then you’d better turn in and get a good sleep. They’re not likely to come over much before dawn, but we may all be a bit

  short of sleep for some time after that.”




  Sleep! With this hanging over one!




  “Come along, then.”




  Colonel Mannering ducked and lurched out of the dug-out, straightened himself, stalked off down the trench, followed by Robert D’Arcy and their two runners. As he passed from bay to bay

  the Commanding Officer had a quiet word with the sentry on the fire-step, the N.C.O. directing a working party, the subaltern going his rounds. Nothing about the coming attack, no heroics, just a

  few calm words to show that their Commanding Officer was there, was keeping an eye on things, was not rattled. Wonderful what a sense of confidence men in peril can gain from those few quiet words

  from their leader.




  Before leaving the redoubt to visit ‘B’ Company, Colonel Mannering drew his Company Commander out of earshot.




  “Wonderful fellows,” he said. “Cheerful as if they were waiting for the Cup-tie teams to come out. If you keep them like that you’ll be all right. They’ll look to

  you, Robert, when the time comes, and I know you won’t fail them.”




  Colonel Mannering looked steadily at his companion, then, rare gesture, held out his hand.




  “Good night. Good luck to you.”




  Back in his dug-out Robert D’Arcy stretched himself upon his narrow bed, blew out the candle and shut his eyes. The C.O.’s advice was sound enough—sleep! But

  how was it possible with this nightmare hanging over one?




  The men were all right. ‘Wonderful fellows,’ Mannering had called them. So they were. But they were blessed with an astonishing lack of imagination. When a shell burst near them they

  swore, thanked God, perhaps, that it hadn’t hit them, and gave no thought to the next one that might be already on its way. With an officer it was different. Responsibility sharpened his

  imagination; he must always be thinking of the future—a future full of danger, with death or maiming as its almost certain end.




  D’Arcy pulled his thoughts up with a jerk. He must not let them run on those lines. He believed himself to be no coward. He had been out for more than three years, half of them

  with an infantry battalion in the line. He had been over the top often enough and with no more fuss than the next man; frightened as hell, of course—who wasn’t?—but managing not

  to show it. But these last few months had been different. He hadn’t felt well. His inside was all wrong. Probably the long-drawn horror of Paschendaele had sapped both his strength and his

  ‘morale.’ Whatever it was, his nerves were not what they were; of that he was himself only too well aware and he was beginning to be afraid that others might have noticed it. And now

  this waiting . . . it was the first time he and most of his comrades had waited for a great attack to fall upon them. He could sympathise now with what the Germans had been through on the Somme, on

  the Messines ridge, in front of Ypres. Now the tables were turned . . . the waiting was now for him and for his men, waiting for the unknown. The very quiet of the night was the more unnerving,

  only the rat-tat-tat of an occasional machine-gun, the crump of shells falling far back. What did it mean? Surely the Germans could not be coming over without prolonged artillery preparation? Or

  was it to be gas? Not cloud gas because the wind was wrong, but gas shells perhaps, or. . . .




  In spite of himself, in spite of the tumult of his thoughts, bodily fatigue gradually wore down the resistance of his mind. His thoughts grew blurred. He slept.




  Only for an instant—or so it seemed. The hand of his runner shaking him called him back to hateful consciousness.




  “Four o’clock, sir. Quiet as anything. Bit thick, though. Brought you a cup of tea, sir.”




  D’Arcy dragged himself up into a sitting position, shook himself, swallowed a mouthful of the scalding tea. It burnt his throat . . . but a shiver ran through his body as his mind awoke to

  full consciousness of what was before him. Any time now. . . .




  When he emerged into the night the company was already beginning to ‘stand to.’ Silently the men took their positions on the fire-steps, their faces tense, an occasional gaping yawn

  the only sign of nervousness. During the night a thick mist had gradually collected, lying in the darkness like a heavy shroud that could almost be felt. The officers, staring forward, frowned.

  Unless this lifted soon it would be difficult to see even when the sun rose. There could be no wind at all and if there was gas shelling the foul stuff would lie about interminably. Still, there was

  no sign of shelling of any sort, except at a considerable distance where some big stuff was being put into a dump or on a crossroad.




  Time dragged on, the tension gradually relaxing as nothing happened. Robert D’Arcy looked at his watch; it showed 4.50. He walked round to the back of the redoubt to have a word with the

  machine-gunners. They were worried about the fog which might mask their flanking fire; they were looking forward to their shoot, even though there was not one inch of concrete over their heads.




  It was getting lighter now, though the sun would not rise for another hour; the wire was visible; good thick wire, fortunately; the French had concentrated upon that.




  Five o’clock. Surely if they were coming the bombardment must have begun before now. G.H.Q. Intelligence must be wrong again. A sense of relief began to steal over D’Arcy. If nothing

  happened to-day they would be relieved to-night for certain. Of course, if the attack came later they would have to play their part, somewhere in the Battle Zone; that was different to lying here,

  waiting to be smashed by the first downpour of shells.




  5.10 a.m. How slowly time went. . . .




  R-r-r-r-r-r-r-r-r-r-r-r-P




  A harsh, rending roar tore across the horizon. Beyond the low ridge the sky burst into a flash of light.




  Wh-i-sh-sh-sh-sh-SH-SH-SH-SH.




  A rush of wind screamed through the air, and the horror was upon them.




  CRASH—CRASH—CRUMP—crash—CRUMP—CRRRUMP.




  All around, the roar of bursting shells and minenwerfer bombs dazed and staggered the terrified mortals upon whom they fell. Columns of earth sprang high in the air, sandbags, timber, limbs,

  whole bodies. The scream of a shattered man rose even above the uproar.




  D’Arcy found himself clutching the parapet beside his dug-out, his face pressed tight against a pile of sandbags, his teeth tearing at the canvas, gnawing the gritty soil that burst from

  them, his fingers clutching madly, trying to drive into the resisting earth.




  A hand on his shoulder shook him to consciousness. His runner was brandishing a Véry-light pistol.




  “Shall I put up the S.O.S. signal, sir?” he screamed.




  D’Arcy clutched at his consciousness, forced himself back to realization of his position, his responsibility. He had had orders about this, some time . . . long ago.




  “No,” he shouted, “not till the infantry come over.”




  He took the pistol from the man, thrust the cartridges of red and green lights into his pocket.




  ‘Till the infantry come over’ . . . how could he know? In this fog, how could he see them? Well, they wouldn’t come while this tornado of shells was falling in the redoubt.

  Could anyone be alive—apart from himself and Baylis? Clutching the parapet to steady himself, D’Arcy began to move along the trench. Already its whole appearance was altered. In places

  it had been blown in, but everywhere its shape seemed to be blurred by the fallen earth. On the fire-steps men still cowered, sentries actually looking over the top, trying to peer through the mist

  and smoke and flying earth. Still figures lay on the floor of the trench, men covered in blood staggered along it or clung, dazed, to the parapet. Still the tornado swept about them.




  Half-way along the front of the redoubt the Company Commander came upon a little group of men bending over a still figure on the fire-step. He tapped one of them on the shoulder.




  “What is it, Sergeant Blake?”




  The Sergeant drew himself up, saluted.




  “Mr. Durward, sir. Bit of shell in the temple; bleeding terrible, he is; we can’t stop it.”




  D’Arcy looked down upon his elderly subaltern. He was white as a sheet but conscious . . . and smiling.




  “You can’t stop it,” he whispered. “Artery. I know. It . . . doesn’t hurt. Wish I could see it out . . . with you.”




  His eyelids flickered. His right hand rose slightly . . . and fell limply back. His body slipped down in a crumpled heap.




  How long the bombardment lasted D’Arcy could not tell. His watch had been smashed by a flying stone. All sense of time disappeared. As in a dream he staggered round the

  redoubt, vaguely astonished to find that it was still a recognizable trench, still a strong-point, that men still lived and were conscious in the midst of that fury of destruction. Young Chambers

  was still alive and untouched, astonishingly calm for a boy under his first experience of fire; but perhaps that was it; his nerves were still young and healthy, had not had to stand the strain of

  months and years.




  Suddenly the barrage lifted. For a moment there was a silence that seemed to hurt the ears; then the roar broke out farther back as the barrage came down on the reserve trenches.




  “Stand to! They’re coming!”




  D’Arcy heard the voice, hardly conscious that it was his own.




  Men, wounded and whole alike, scrambled on to the fire-step; Lewis gunners cleared the waterproof sheets from their guns. All eyes peered into the blanket of mist. Dim figures lurching

  forward—fifty yards away, almost on the wire.




  A burst of fire roared down the front of the trench. The dim figures disappeared. D’Arcy’s whistle shrilled. Non-commissioned officers screamed in the ears of their men.




  “CEASE FIRE! Save your rounds, you —— fools. We shall want the lot.”




  Silence. Then another surge of dim figures, a thicker line. Another burst of fire and the line was swept away.




  “Cease fire!”




  Again silence, save for the roar of guns, British and German, the crash of distant shells. Then a single streak of light shot up into the air, barely a hundred yards in front.




  Pop. Pop. Two white stars sailed gently down.




  Silence, then:




  Wh-i-s-h-s-h-s-H-S-H-S-H.




  CRASH. CRUMP. CRRRUMP.




  The barrage was upon them again. The German infantry had called for more artillery help. For ten minutes it lasted, then another infantry attack, another astonishing resurrection of men who

  should be dead, a roar of rifle and Lewis-gun fire, the dim figures once more swept away.




  But this time there was a difference—an ominous difference. Rifle-fire behind the redoubt, bullets striking the defenders in the back. The Germans had worked through the gaps, were

  attacking the redoubt from the rear.




  “We can’t see, sir! We can’t see!” almost sobbed the sergeant in charge of the machine-guns. “This —— fog. They’d never have got through if we and

  the guns with your other companies could have seen them.”




  “Can’t be helped, Sergeant Jebb. It may lift. Keep your eyes skinned.”




  Robert D’Arcy, pale and shaking, was astonished at the calmness of his own voice. He still had control of himself. His men had looked at him anxiously from time to time, noticed his

  twitching mouth, his hand that could not hold a match to a cigarette; but his voice had satisfied them. The Captain’s nerves were shaky—small blame to him—but he wasn’t

  rattled. It was all right.




  D’Arcy knew their thoughts. He remembered Mannering’s words to him. He braced himself to hold on; he must not fail his men.




  Towards mid-day the fog lifted slightly and it was possible to get a better idea of what was happening. A British contact plane flew over and acknowledged the flares shown by

  ‘C’ Company. Rifle and machine-gun fire could be heard from the 99th Division redoubt on the left, but there was ominous silence on the right. Behind them shells were bursting in the

  Battle Zone and the louder roar of guns told that the German artillery and minenwerfer had been brought forward. In and around ‘C’ Company’s redoubt there was stalemate; in the

  better light neither side dared show a head and the Germans were too far away for bombs to be effective; too far away . . . at fifty yards!




  The Company Commander had time to take stock of his position. His losses had been terrible. Of the eighty odd men who had stood to arms, thirty-nine were dead, twenty-six so severely wounded

  that they could not be counted on for resistance; a bare twenty, few of them untouched, could man the parapet. Another determined rush must overwhelm them.




  But this the Germans could not know. Each of their attacks against a redoubt which they had expected to find flattened out, the grave of dead and dying men, had been beaten off with heavy loss.

  The British garrison must be much stronger than they had expected, with deep dug-outs or concrete to protect them against shells, with many machine-guns. . . .




  Sergeant Jebb, his bloody face grinning over the back-sight of his one remaining gun as he swept the now visible valley on his right, would have enjoyed that estimate.




  Slowly darkness settled over the rolling landscape. The roar of guns died down and in its place came the rumble of wheels as the German guns and transport moved up over roads

  still metalled and passable. The enemy hosts, outnumbering the widely dispersed British defenders by four to one, were moving up for the final assault upon the Battle Zone next morning. No need to

  bother about the few odd pockets of stubborn Englishmen who still held out in the Forward Zone; they could be mopped up at leisure during the night or at least at dawn. Those enfilading

  machine-guns must be silenced before daylight gave them too good a target.




  The survivors of ‘C’ Company ate their reserve rations, drank sparsely from petrol tins, waited for the end. About two hours after dusk a sudden outpost of rifle-fire on their left

  was followed by shouts of: “Look out, Fusiliers. We’re coming in. 99th Division.”




  A scramble of dark figures through gaps in the wire, jumping down from the parapet, turning to face possible German pursuit. A sergeant and eleven men of the Cumberlands, sole survivors of the

  99th Division redoubt on the left, had come to stiffen the defence. It was a reinforcement intensely welcome to the Fusiliers, not only for its numbers but for its encouragement. Now they could

  still put up a decent fight. Soon after, a shower of bombs burst in the redoubt, the Germans having crept up in the darkness, but there were plenty of bombs in the redoubt and British bombs were a

  far more deadly missile than German; with shouts of defiance the garrison hurled them into the surrounding darkness . . . and the attackers withdrew out of range.




  But the hours which followed formed an anticlimax of terribly depressing effect. No one dared close an eye. Constant watching, tense waiting in the silence and darkness wore through the last

  threads of men’s endurance. D’Arcy felt his nerve going almost minute by minute. Sleep! If he could only sleep. Even the sleep of death would be better than this terrible waiting. Had

  he not done enough? Could he not with honour surrender now? Was it not only fair to his men? To hold on was sheer waste of human life; they could do no more good. He would surrender and save what

  was left.




  He couldn’t do it. He couldn’t stand up on the parapet before those gallant men and cry:




  “We surrender! Kamerad!”




  That needed even greater moral courage than waiting for the end called for physical courage. He couldn’t do it.




  The night dragged on. Dim light began once more to appear in the east, followed again by the roar of guns all round them as the German artillery opened on the British groups still holding out in

  the Battle Zone. And then . . . .




  Crash. Crash. Crash. Crash.




  All about the defenders of the last Forward Zone redoubt fell the bombs of the light trench-mortars brought up by the Germans in the night. All round and within deadly range the little weapons

  poured in their rapid rain of death.




  Crash. Crash. Crash. Crash.




  Flying earth, fumes of powder, cries of broken men. Robert D’Arcy clung once more to the parapet, gnawed and scrabbled at the dirt. It was all over. This was the end. It was beyond

  bearing. . . .




  Slipping and lurching, miraculously untouched by flying shreds of iron, D’Arcy groped his way to his dug-out, seized the linen pillow-case which was his one luxury in the line, tore it

  from the folded blanket which it covered and staggered back into the trench. As the first beam of morning light touched the sides of the tortured redoubt, its commander struggled on to the

  fire-step, the white rag in his hand. His arm rose . . . a violent tug on his coat-tail hurled him back into the trench. Staggering against the parados he saw a white, snarling face before him, a

  khaki arm raised to strike, then . . . crash, a blaze of stars, and oblivion.




  





  Chapter One




  Autumn Assize




  “. . . AND herein I require you most especially to pray for His Most Excellent Majesty EDWARD by the grace of God, King of Great Britain, Ireland

  and the British Dominions beyond the Seas, Defender of the Faith, Supreme Governor in these his Realms and all other his Dominions and Countries, over all persons, in all causes, as well

  Ecclesiastical as Temporal. . . .”




  The sonorous words of the Bidding Prayer rolled bravely from the tongue of the High Sheriff’s Chaplain, standing aloft in the great pulpit of St. Mary’s, Parish Church of Windon,

  County town of Brackenshire. The noble building was well filled to-day; not full, because after all it was a Monday, a working day, but everyone with a leisure half an hour had come to honour the

  Assize Judge and to snatch a little brightness from the uniformed ceremony—brightness so rare and so welcome in the drab life of a modern country town.




  “Ye shall also pray for the King’s Most Honourable Council, and for all the Nobility and Magistrates of this Realm, and especially for the Honourable Sir Wilbraham Bagot, Knight, one

  of the Judges of His Majesty’s High Court of Justice, for Lieutenant-Colonel Sir Robert D’Arcy ffollihood Speke D’Arcy, Baronet, High Sheriff of the County. . . .”




  Robert D’Arcy felt a little tingle of pride run through him from head to foot. This moment, he felt, was something in the way of an apotheosis. Now, surely, he was fairly established in

  his proper position as one of the important men of Brackenshire. And it was time, too; the difficult and anxious years since the war had tried him highly, though he believed that he had succeeded

  in concealing that fact from everybody but his wife. Certainly no one in that church to-day could have believed that the handsome, upright body in the green and silver uniform housed a spirit which

  was only now emerging from a long nightmare of dread and uncertainty.




  Eight months in a German prison had nearly completed the work of nervous disintegration which, beginning with the long strain of trench warfare, had reached its culmination in the terrible

  ordeal in the redoubt before St. Quentin. D’Arcy’s body, naturally healthy, had slowly recovered, in spite of the under-nourishment which life in a German prison in 1918 involved; but

  his mind and his nervous system, being inherently less robust, had progressively deteriorated during the long weeks of enforced idleness and introspection. Nothing could drive from Robert

  D’Arcy’s mind the picture of himself, on the point of cowardly surrender, being struck down by one of the men whom he was there to lead. Who it was that had struck him he had no idea;

  in his own stress of mind that white, furious face had been nothing but an unrecognizable blur. But during his months in prison he lived in daily, hourly dread that he would meet the man, that his

  cowardice would be denounced; even as it was, whenever he saw his fellows talking together he suspected that they were talking about him, that the story was going round. . . .




  As he could not talk to anyone about it, there was no one to tell him that he was being absurd, that there was no cowardice in his act, that his defence of the redoubt for twenty-four hours in

  the midst of overwhelming hordes of Germans had been an act of epic heroism. No senior officer knew of it; he could not speak of it himself. His courage could be tried only at the court of his own

  tortured conscience, than which there could be no more inexorable judge.




  The first weeks after his release from prison were a nightmare to Robert D’Arcy. Now was the time when his cowardice would become known; when his men, if they did not officially report

  him, would talk and the story would get about. To his astonishment he found that the last thing that anyone wanted to talk about was the war; people were interested in themselves and themselves

  alone. All he could gather was that the Army of which he had been a humble pawn was in some sort of disgrace, that its gallant defence against overwhelming odds was regarded in England as a

  shameful flight, and that nobody wanted to hear anything about the deeds or misdeeds of its individual units.




  This in a sense was a relief and gradually the lively fear of exposure faded away. But the maggot of doubt and self-distrust remained in Robert D’Arcy’s mind. He was not greatly

  helped by his father. As a returned warrior, with a Military Cross won at Paschendaele, it might have been thought that the young man would be treated with honour and consideration by his parents,

  but Sir Jonathan D’Arcy had other views. Possibly from jealousy, possibly from sheer Victorian sense of duty, the old baronet decided that his son must fit himself for ultimate succession to

  the family title and estates by starting at the bottom. Robert must learn the hard lesson of agriculture, and learn it in a bleak farm on the Welsh estate.




  There for twelve years Robert and his family lived. After a time he did receive promotion in the shape of becoming agent for the Welsh property, but he was cut off from his proper sphere and it

  was only natural that self-assurance and confidence were slow in returning to him. One link he did retain with Brackenshire; against his own inclination but by his father’s wish he retained

  his commission in the county yeomanry, attending the annual camp and paying flying visits to Windon in connection with the routine work of his squadron.




  In 1931, Sir Jonathan died and Robert returned to Brackenshire, settling at Speke House to play his part as the twelfth baronet. To his disappointment he found that, after a courteous welcome

  from his neighbours, his new life did not run on the smooth and well-oiled lines that he had expected. Names and titles were no longer of the same importance that they had been when he was a boy,

  and people were too busy to go out of their way to make friends with newcomers. Robert’s very lack of self-assurance made him appear stiff and proud, so that it was only slowly that he came

  to be known and liked. In 1934, he succeeded to the command of the Brackenshire Hussars and that marked a real step forward, while hunting people respected him for the courage with which he rode to

  hounds. Now, in 1936, he had become High Sheriff, an office second only in importance to that of Lord Lieutenant—superior to it, historically, and for that reason limited to a duration of one

  year.




  So that it was with genuine pride that Sir Robert D’Arcy, the service over, walked in procession through the old churchyard to the waiting car, the tubby scarlet-clad figure of Mr. Justice

  Bagot stumping along in front of him. In more spacious days the car would have been a coach, with postilions and outriders; those days were past, but the trumpeters were still there, with their

  silver trumpets and embroidered banners of the Sheriff’s arms; the squad of police, too, with their halberds, represented tradition, and the townsfolk gaped with becoming awe as the great men

  went slowly by on their way to the Assize Court.




  The duties of the High Sheriff are little more than formal now. Having handed to the Judge of Assize the roll of Writs and Precepts he remains seated at his right hand

  throughout the sitting of the court, striving to maintain through the long hours an expression of dignity without boredom. So sat Robert D’Arcy through the November morning and afternoon, his

  mind in the open country with the Brackenshire hounds, whom by rights he should have been following. A shaft of cold, dust-laden sunshine struck down upon him from a narrow window, lighting up the

  gorgeous silver lace on his dark green uniform, attracting the eye of the spectators away from the red robe of the judge, from the wan face of the little bigamist in the dock. The High Sheriff was

  a handsome man, having an aquiline nose between brown eyes, dark hair tinged with grey, a firm mouth well set off by a clipped grey moustache. With his erect figure superbly clothed, it was little

  wonder that the two women in the jury box glanced at him more often than at the man whom they were there to try.




  Early in the afternoon there came on a case which is commonly styled ‘unpleasant’; in the more exact language of the Bar, a ‘dirty case.’ Robert D’Arcy gave to it

  some of his wandering attention, because he knew the accused, a schoolmaster from one of the villages on his estate. It gave him some satisfaction to see the man where he was—one of those

  opinionated, socialist fellows that the teaching profession threw up from time to time. He had heard ugly rumours about this man Pinwell more than once, and now here the fellow was in his proper

  place, the evidence against him clear as daylight; all that was needed was a sharp, exemplary sentence.
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