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PREFACE

 


"There was a Front, but damned if we knew where..."

 


The Harcourt Crater is one of the greatest mysteries of World War One, along with the Angel of Mons, the Phantom Archers and the Crucified Canadian. At nearly half a mile wide, it was reputed to be the largest man-made crater on the Western Front. The official explanation was that German mines dug under the British positions in the Harcourt Sector of the Somme were filled with an experimental high explosive before being detonated on the morning of November 1st 1916, resulting in the loss of over nine hundred men of the 13th Battalion of the Pennine Fusiliers. 


Indeed, this was the accepted explanation until nearly a decade after the event, when a French farmer ploughing fields which lay along the old front line dug up several mud-encrusted old film canisters and a package of documents. Inside the canisters were reels of film which, when developed, revealed silent, grainy footage of British Tommies seemingly on an alien world. The film itself was shown to great acclaim in Picture Houses around the world and it became a minor sensation. Although there were those who claimed they could identify faces in the footage, in the end most felt it to be it a hoax. 


The success of the film nevertheless engendered an appetite for Space Fiction among the general public that persisted for decades; the film's grainy, iconic images inspiring thousands of lurid sci-fi magazine covers and pulp fiction stories. 


My research further revealed rumours that the Government had approached the noted inventor Nikola Tesla, who had earlier claimed to have received extraterrestrial radio signals, to try to construct a device for contacting the lost men, but without any apparent success. The government of the day quietly closed the case. They officially declared the whole incident to be a "meticulously planned hoax" and it was consigned to the annals of British folklore, although documents believed to include letters and journals from the men of the 13th were discreetly returned to the families. Some eventually found their way into the hands of private collectors, where I had a chance to view them. 


The original film stock from the canisters, I was disappointed to discover, did not fare as well as the letters. It was stored badly and the unstable silver nitrate composition of the film strips meant that in many cases the film decomposed, although some was salvaged and incomplete footage does still exist.


 For a while, the Battalion War Diary, recovered with the film and allegedly detailing the Battalion's life and actions on another world, was relegated to the stacks in the Regimental Museum and was surreptitiously 'misplaced', having been considered an embarrassment and a stain upon the regiment's proud history. 


But the myth refused to die. In subsequent years, men occasionally came forward claiming to be survivors of the battalion, returned with fantastic tales to sell, but none were believed. The story inspired the film Space Tommies, released in 1951 featuring Richard Attenborough and Richard Todd, and was the basis for a short-lived adventure strip in the boys' comic Triumph. 


However, it has become apparent from my extensive research that the mystery of the Harcourt Crater and the true fate of the men of the lost 13th Battalion constitutes one of the biggest cover-ups in British military history. I hope that this, the first part of my account, will go some way towards setting the record straight. All of the major events have been drawn directly from primary sources where possible. Others, by necessity, are based on inference but nevertheless serve to hint at the trials, wonders and horrors they were to face, fighting on a Front far, far from home...


Pat Kelleher


Broughtonshaw


November 2009







CHAPTER ONE

 


"Waiting for Whizz-Bangs..."

 


The autumn sun ducked down below the Earth's parapet, staining the clouds crimson and, as the chill twilight wind began to bite, Broughton Street was busier than usual. Private Seeston fidgeted impatiently as an ambling ration party of Jocks on their way to collect food for the Front Line barged past, discussing rumours of the impending attack. 


 "Oi, newbie! Y'do know this is one way don'tcha, and it ain't yours?" one said as they shuffled awkwardly by.


"Sorry," said Seeston. "We've only just taken over this sector."


"Who you with?"


"Thirteenth Pennine Fusiliers."


"Thirteen, eh? Unlucky for some."


"Unlucky for Hun, we say, mate," said Seeston, bridling at the insult.


The Pennine Fusiliers was a regiment with a proud history that went back to Waterloo. They had served in the Boer and the Crimean wars, as well as during the Indian Rebellion. It was their proud boast that they were the backbone of the army in the same way their namesake mountains were considered the backbone of England. Their barracks were in Broughtonthwaite, a northern mill town nestling among the Pennine hills on the border of Lancashire and Yorkshire. The 13th Battalion of the Pennine Fusiliers was one of several local Pals Battalions raised in 1914 as part of Kitchener's New Army. With only a small standing army at the outset of the war, a million men were wanted to fight the Bosche. Towns vowed to raise as many of the new Battalions as they could muster. A patriotic fervour swept the nation as young men - driven by dull lives, poverty and the lure of adventure - signed up along with their friends, neighbours and workmates. They couldn't wait to get stuck into the Hun and were desperate to see some action before the war was over.


Their illusions didn't last. On the Western Front, along a strip of mud six hundred miles long, that stretched from the French Alps to the Belgian coast, they died in their tens of thousands, in the blasted, unhallowed ground called No Man's Land.


Seeston forged ahead. Shoulders stubbornly thudded against his as he pressed against the flow, but he was on urgent business, a runner for Battalion HQ. The air of importance that this status lent him bolstered his courage and he pushed on with the purpose of a man who knew his time was more valuable than that of those around him.


From somewhere up ahead, beyond the turn in the communication trench, a high scream punctuated the dull repetitive bass thuds of the German shells that had begun to fall.


"Make way there! Coming through."


Men backed against the walls as best they could. Seeston's advance was brought to a halt as a broad arm swept across his chest and thrust him against the revetment. He was going to say something, but as he glanced down at the khaki arm he noticed the three chevrons and thought better of it. "You an' all lad," said the Sergeant. 


A couple of Linseed Lancers, red cross brassards on their upper arms, moved urgently past, carrying a stretcher. Seeston got a good look at the occupant. The man, his face swathed in dirty blood-soaked bandages, had stopped screaming and a pitiful whine surfaced though thick, wet gurgles. Inexpertly tied, the bandage had partially fallen away from his face. A couple of waiting men crossed themselves. 


"Jesus. Poor bastard."


From the shattered visage a desperate, pleading eye looked up and briefly met Seeston's gaze. A small jewel of humanity set in a hellish clasp of splintered bone and bloody, chewed meat, the eye lost its lustre as its owner sank once more beneath a private sea of pain. There was a cough and sputter and the groan worked its way up into a scream again, a desperate arm clutching the air for something none of the soldiers could see. Seeston turned his head aside with a shudder. Jesus, that could be him lying there next time. There were countless ugly and obscene ways to die out here; sniper bullet, machine gun, shell fire, gas, grenade, shrapnel, bayonet, trench club. All for King and Country.


The stretcher-bearers disappeared round the traverse of the communications trench towards the Casualty Clearing Station. Seeston doubted their patient would make it. Once the stretcher-bearers were out of sight, Broughton Street came back to life, the incident consigned to a consensual silence and added to the list of things they'd seen but wouldn't tell those back home. 


"That's why these things are one way, y'daft bastard," said the brawny sergeant, releasing him. "If yer going up you want High Street. Down, you take Broughton, got it? Now go back the way you came and turn left at Mash Lane." 


Seeston had seen a map of Harcourt Sector back at Battalion but here, sunk into the ground between walls of wooden shoring and mud, he quickly lost his bearings. He came to a crossroads gouged into the earth. A crude hand-painted sign declared the place to be 'Idiot's Corner'. Below it, signposts pointed down different runs: Lavender Road, Parsonage Lane, Harcourt Trench, Gamble Alley. He stopped an approaching soldier.


"Excuse me mate, I'm looking for Moorside Support."


"Yeah well I wouldn't stand there and do it. It's not healthy. Idiot's Corner, that."


Seeston blinked. 


The soldier rolled his eyes in exasperation. "These crossroads have been marked by Fritz 'aven't they? Every so often he drops one on it. Like I said, only an idiot would stand around here."


"I'm looking for C Company HQ."


"The Broughtonthwaite Mates? Down Mash Lane, turn left onto High Street and follow the smell of black puddin's."


"Ta, mate." 


Seeston followed the direction indicated by the Tommy's outstretched hand and onto another narrow communications trench, this one linking the reserve trenches, several miles back at St. Germaine, to the front line. Having lost time, he started to jog up the trench. 


He'd just turned the corner of another traverse when he collided with an officer. A few splatters of mud flew upwards from Seeston's hobnails as his foot missed the broken duckboard and sank into the open sump, splashing the officer's highly polished boots. 


Crap. 


It was Lieutenant Jeffries, Commanding Officer of 4 Platoon. 


Crap, crap, crap. 


Seeston snapped to attention.


There were some officers that you could get on with, but Jeffries wasn't one of them, with his airs and graces. In fact he seemed more concerned about his own appearance than anything else, to the point where they called him 'Gilbert the Filbert' behind his back; after that musical hall song by wassisname. And he could blow hot and cold. You never knew what you were going to get. 


He was a dapper-looking cove with a thin, black, neatly trimmed moustache, not a brass button unpolished, not a crease out of place, cap set straight, everything just so. This man took care of himself, took care to remain different, better. Made a point of it. Not for him the new common purpose, all in it together for King and Country. Despite that, Jeffries had a reputation for taking suicidally dangerous risks on the battlefield.


The officer met Seeston's gaze and held it just a fraction too long to be comfortable, before his eyes flicked down to the mud on his boots. He had a way of looking at you, into you, as if he expected to find something and was profoundly disappointed when he didn't. A smile, like a shark's fin, briefly cut the surface of his face. 


"Striking an officer, Private? That's a court martial offence." 


"Sir, it was an accident, sir. I didn't see you. Sorry, sir."


"I'll be the judge of that. Handkerchief."


"Sir?"


"Get your handkerchief out, man, and wipe that slop off my boots and mind you don't scratch the leather."


"Sir?"


"You heard, Private."


Seeston pulled out his handkerchief and knelt down on the wet duckboard to wipe the splatters of grey chalky mud from the rich, tan, calf-length boots. 


"Now why are you in such a hurry, hmm? Spit it out."


"Runner from Battalion, sir. Message for Captain Grantham, C Company, sir."


"Is that so? Short life, a runner. What's your name?"


"Seeston, sir."


"Well, Seeston, best be on your way."


"Thank you sir. Sorry, sir."


"Oh, and Seeston?"


"Sir?"


"I never forget a face." 

 



Second Lieutenant James Charles Everson was making his way though the trenches towards Company HQ when, out of the corner of his eye, he thought he recognised the soldier skulking down a support trench.


"Evans?" he called in a hoarse whisper. The soldier stopped and turned sheepishly.


"Sir?"


Everson saw he was carrying a couple of hessian sandbags in his hands that, despite his care, clanked suspiciously. He shook his head in exasperation.


"Damn it, Evans. You're my best scrounger. I can't afford to lose you."


 "Sorry sir, couldn't help myself. I got you a bottle of scotch though." His hand slipped into a sand bag and produced a small bottle of amber fluid. He handed it to Everson, who glanced about cautiously before slipping it inside his jacket.


"Merci, Evans," he said. "Just don't do it again."


"I won't, sir."


Everson arched an eyebrow. "Won't what, Evans?" 


"Get caught, sir?"


"Good man."


Evans touched a finger to his temple in an informal salute and slipped away into the muddy shadows.


Everson, too, continued on his way. Heart pounding in his chest, his mouth dry and breath stale from too much coffee and fear, he took a moment to compose himself before pushing aside the heavy gas curtain. A warm fug of stale sweat, damp earth, the chatter of voices and soft oaths rose up the steps to meet him. Ducking his head, he started to descend into the Company HQ Dugout. 


Private Seeston, coming up the steps, graciously backed down and stepped aside as Everson entered.


"Thank you, Seeston," said Everson. 


 "Sir." 


Seeston had worked for Everson's father before the war and they often exchanged pleasantries in passing, but today Seeston's terse demeanour unsettled him. The men had been on edge for days. Supplies had been moving up from the support lines for more than a week now; ammunition, rations and medical supplies along with new troops, and still nobody had told them anything. The tension was palpable. Was this it? 


Below, the Dugout was sparsely furnished but the furniture was of good quality, requisitioned from some bombed house, no doubt. Hurricane lamps lit the small room, casting large shadows on the crude wooden walls. Everson could hear the disciplined rattle-tattle-ting of the battered old Underwood typewriter as Private Garside typed out order sheets. Major Hartford-Croft, the Battalion Second-in-Command, stood over a makeshift table and looked up from the papers in front of him as Everson entered. Around him stood the Platoon Commanders of C Company. The Major had seen the men through the early summer of the Somme and had even been over the top with them. The men liked him all the more for that. He was a ruddy faced man who permanently looked as if he'd just done the hundred-yard dash and hadn't yet recovered, a raspy catch to his breath as he breathed out, his cheeks almost as red as the tabs on his lapels. His mood wasn't good. 


Captain Grantham was there too, C Company's new commanding officer. This was his first time on the front line and he'd yet to prove himself to the men. Oh, he'd been round the trenches and tried to jolly them along with the odd joke in an accent you could cut glass on, but that had only served to confirm the men's original unfavourable impressions.


Also present were Everson's fellow subalterns, Morgan and Holmes. In the corner two men, neither of whom Everson knew, muttered together self consciously; a nervous-looking Second Lieutenant and another man, wearing small round spectacles and a British Army Warm.


Everson edged around to where Lieutenant Morgan was idly polishing his belt with a cuff.


"Is this it then?" he asked in a low voice.


"Looks like it. The old man's been huffing over those papers for the past ten minutes. It don't look good."


Everson ran his fingers under his collar and began to chew his lower lip. 


"Sorry I'm late. Dashed sniper at it again, hmm?" Lieutenant Jeffries didn't wait to see if his apology had been accepted. 


Everson glanced up at him with disapproval but found himself looking away as Jeffries caught his gaze. He was a queer fish that one, no doubt about it. He'd been with them a little over a month and didn't seem particularly keen on the company of the men, liked his privacy, of which there was precious little to be had on the front. Sometimes it seemed the sensible option he supposed. The life expectancy for an officer in the trenches was only months and eventually you got tired of making new friends only to have them blown to buggery.


 "Gentlemen," began Major Hartford-Croft. "Orders have come down from Battalion HQ. We go over the top at 7.20 Ack Emma tomorrow morning. We are to take the German stronghold at Harcourt Wood at all costs. The general advance is being held back by the stalemate in this sector. This objective falls to us. We are to take the machine gun positions that have been holding back the line for the past four months. Bite and hold, gentlemen, bite and hold." Using his swagger stick, he pointed at the map spread out on the table. "The Germans have held the ground around the woods all summer. Unless we can break them before the winter sets in the whole advance will be held back until spring. I don't want that ignominy falling on the Pennines, is that clear? Tomorrow is the first day of November and we will take that ridge."


On taking over the trenches three days previously, Everson had studied the lie of the land well. Before the war, it had been gentle rolling farmland. Harcourt Wood sat on a low ridge about a half a mile beyond the front line, overlooking the British positions. After years of artillery bombardment, the long incline to the wood was a featureless shell-pocked quagmire. It wasn't going to be easy. He caught Jeffries smirking to himself and looking a tad more pleased than he had a right to, considering what they were being asked to do. As if he knew something the others didn't.


"Sir?" It was Holmes, Commander of No.3 Platoon. "The Black Country Rifles before us didn't manage it. The German machine gun emplacements will mow us down as they have every other assault. We can't get near them. We're well under strength. They can't seriously expect --"


Captain Grantham cleared his throat in a meaningful fashion.


"Thank you, Captain" said the Major. "GHQ have absolute faith in the Pennines to sort this little mess out. A bombardment will begin at 5.30 Ack Emma tomorrow to soften them up."


"Tomorrow, sir?" queried Morgan. "I thought a bombardment would start days before an attack."


"All very well in theory, Morgan, but that would only warn 'em of an impending attack. Blighters'll huddle in their deep dugouts until it's over and then come out like rats and cut us down. This way we have the element of surprise." The Major broke into a grin. "The Machine Gun Corp Heavy Section is putting a section of their new Hush Hush Boojums into the fray. They'll lead off the assault and clear a path through the wire. That ought to make Fritz windy enough."


There was a chorus of muttered approval. Tanks. None of them had ever seen one, although there were many wild rumours floating up and down the line. It was said they'd made a great show of themselves a couple of months back at Fleurs Courcelette. They had apparently scared the Hun witless- great roaring metal monsters crawling inexorably towards them through the smoke. By God, with a section of those it might just be possible. Despite his better judgement, Everson could feel himself getting excited at the prospect of an attack.


"The tanks will set off first and break through the wire. Here and here," continued the Major, pointing at the map. "They will also draw the machine gun fire, giving the Company a fighting chance. Your job will be to take the German positions and hold them until relieved, which may be a couple of days. The Jocks will be holding our flank, but I want this to be our victory. Understood? GHQ have such confidence in us they've even sent one of their flicker-wallahs to film the battle for the Kinemas back home." The Major turned to introduce the men in the corner. "This is Oliver Hepton and his conducting officer, Mr Talbot."


The bespectacled man in the greatcoat at least had the decency to give a weak apologetic smile. Everson wasn't impressed. This was going to be a difficult enough job as it was, but it looked as if GHQ wanted a circus, damn them. His men needed rest, but perhaps this might provide a momentary diversion in the lead up to the attack. Flickers were always popular among the men and the chance to appear in one might take their minds of things. Briefly.


"Don't mind me," said Hepton. "Just go about your duties as you would normally. I'm sure your chaps will put on a jolly fine show for the folks back home."


Everson shook his head; bread and bloody circuses. 


There was a scuffle outside. Everson heard Seeston's deferential but firm voice. "You can't go in there just yet, Padre... Padre!"


They heard the heavy tread of boots upon the steps and the Padre half stumbled into the room. The only thing that marked him as an army chaplain was his dog collar and lack of a sidearm.


"Ah Chaplain Rand," said the Major. "Although a little late, I fear. Our prayers, it seems have been answered and without your intercession on this occasion," he said, chuckling. The subalterns laughed politely, but briefly.


"What can we do for you, Padre?" said Captain Grantham.


"I'm after a little Christian charity and a few of your men, if you can spare them. There's been an accident on the St. Germaine Road. An ambulance came off the road hit a shell hole. Thankfully the occupants weren't injured - they're shaken and a little bruised but generally fine."


"Well send 'em on their way again, Padre, they're no business of ours," said the Major.


"Well, it's just that they're VAD's -- three of them."


"Women? Shouldn't they be in their hospitals instead of gadding about out here?"


"They say they were dropping off supplies for the Casualty Clearing Stations. Now they're stranded until they can get their ambulance on the road again. They've taken shelter in the cellar of the old Poulet Farmhouse. Do you think you can spare some men to get their motor out of the hole?"


The Major glanced at Captain Grantham, who eased his way round the table to the Chaplain.


"Sorry Padre, we can't spare the men. Big show on tomorrow."


"Well what about a couple of men to guard them?"


"Absolutely not," he said ushering the Chaplain towards the steps. "We can't afford to waste men to nursemaid silly gels."


"Who's going to look out for them until they can get back to their depot? You can't leave them alone out here."


"I can't think of a better man than yourself, Padre," said Grantham. "I'll send some men to help them out as soon as I can, but it probably won't be until late tomorrow. But feel free to stop by the kitchens and pick up some rations. Best tell 'em to keep their pretty heads down, eh? It'll be getting damn busy around here soon."


Everson watched the Padre's shoulders slump. He may have been God's representative to the Battalion, but even the Almighty cut no slack with Army bureaucracy. Resigned, the Padre left the dugout.


"Right, if there are no questions, that's it," said the Major. "Best get back to your platoons and inform the men. Oh, and I'd like some patrols out tonight, make sure the Bosche aren't up to anything that can put the kibosh on our little stunt. You'll also need to do the usual wire cutting. Same old, what!"


As the dismissed subalterns shuffled up the steps, Everson was approached by Private Cartwright. "Sir, Can you have a word with the Major? I'd really like to go over the top with my mates, tomorrow, sir."


"You were a member of the Broughton Harriers, weren't you?" asked Everson.


Cartwright nodded reluctantly.


"That's why you're needed as a runner to the Battalion. I need you to watch our backs. D'you understand? If the lines go down - and they will, your speed could save the company. I'm counting on you, Cartwright."


"Sir," said Cartwright heavily.


Everson mounted the steps up to the trench. Both he and Cartwright knew he hadn't being doing him a favour. Being a runner was a very hazardous occupation. He felt himself sinking into a distinctly black mood. 


"At last. My first action old man. Bally good show. I've been waiting to give old Hun what for, eh?" Morgan was saying to others at the top of the steps.


 "Oh yes, old thing. Give the Hun what for, hmm?" agreed Jeffries, but the twitch of a sneer at the corner of his lips betrayed his condescension. 


"God help his men," said Everson, half to himself, as he watched him go.


"Oh I shouldn't think so, John. I shouldn't think so for one moment," said Jeffries. "In fact I should think that's the last we'll see of Morgan."


Everson looked at Jeffries in disbelief and shook his head. 


They set off up High Street together, Everson slightly ahead as the way wasn't quite wide enough for two-abreast. 


"I didn't see you at church parade this morning, Gilbert," said Everson. "All Hallows' Eve, you know."


"I don't require a third party to intercede with my god on my behalf, Everson."


"Ah, Presbyterian, eh? Say no more."


Jeffries just smiled.


Everson was about to say something when a familiar screech made him look up. 


"Whizz-Bang!"


Everson shoved Jeffries down Garland Avenue, a foul- smelling latrine sap, to take cover against the wall. A second later there was an almighty explosion. They felt the concussion wave through their backs as they were showered with soil and mud.


There was a brief silence before the cries and wails began. Everson got up and brushed the dirt off his uniform. Smoke and dust rose over what was left of the sandbag parapet above his head. His hands were shaking. He took a deep breath, then he stepped round the corner into the chaos.


A soldier, blood streaming down his face, ran blindly past, screaming, almost knocking him over. Everson walked up the communications trench towards the sound of pitiful squeals and gruff shouts. 


"Gilbert, there's men hurt down here," he called back. Jeffries sauntered out to join him. They rounded the corner of the traverse to a scene of devastation. The shell had burst in the trench, taking out a dugout, burying the men below. Severed limbs lay on the ground and slick red offal steamed in the mud. 


Everson saw a soldier walking around unsteadily. He grabbed the fellow by the shoulder. "How many?" The man wheeled round and stared through him, eyes wild and rolling like a cow that had smelt the abattoir. Everson could see no blood, no injuries, but the vacant expression in the eyes told a different story if you cared enough to look. "How many? How many in the dugout?"


"Nine, ten. I only stepped out for a fag. Harris's talk was getting on me wick. I only stepped out for a fag," his gaze focused on Everson as if remembering where he was. "You got to help 'em, sir. You got to get 'em out."


"And we will do. Now get some entrenching tools and we'll need wood for levers and bracing. You there," he said, his eyes alighting on another Tommy. "Get back to the support trenches and muster up a rescue party. We won't have much time." 


"Why bother?" said Jeffries. "They'll be dead before they can dig them out. Might as we'll just wait for the trench repair party. This whole section will have to be repaired overnight anyway. It'll be needed tomorrow."


 "Damn it, Gilbert. There's still hope we'll find some alive."


"Sir!" Several men digging with their entrenching spades called him over. A hand protruded from the mud. Everson brushed the dirt from it and clasped it gently by the wrist. There was a pulse; weak and thready. 


"He's alive. Quickly, but carefully." 


The men nodded and resumed their task, excavating the body. He wished he could join them but that wasn't his role. They looked to him for leadership. It was his job to stand back, take in the chaos before him and shape it into order.


 "Everson!" called Jeffries. He was holding up a wounded, insensate man whose face was covered with blood; a ragged wound in his side. "He can't wait for stretcher bearers. I'm going get him to the Regimental Aid Post. Can you carry on here?"


Everson nodded curtly and watched as Jeffries, staggering slightly under the weight of the semi-conscious soldier, started off down the trench.


 



Jeffries half walked, half dragged the man down the communications trench. The Tommy's hold on consciousness was tenuous. They came to a T-junction in the communications trench. A left turn would take them to the Regimental Aid post, where the Medical Officer could see to his charge and take him off his hands. 


"Come on, not far now," Jeffries said. The strain was beginning to tell and his charge wasn't helping. He stumbled on past the junction and took the next right. This wasn't the sort of work he was used to, or usually deigned to do but needs must. His own dugout lay a few yards ahead. 


The Tommy tried to mutter something, but with shattered teeth and bloodied lips, it was hard to make out. Not that anything he had to say would have mattered. 


With a last effort, Jeffries reached his dugout and clumsily pushed aside the gas curtain. He glanced quickly up and down the trench and, seeing no-one, dragged the soldier inside. 


Jeffries dropped the soldier to the floor, before striking a match to light a hurricane lantern hung from a joist. The dugout wasn't as well appointed as Company HQ but this one at least had a bed with a mattress of sorts. Over in one corner was a small writing desk and chair. The back wall had been panelled with the sides of tea-chests by a previous occupant. Several thick wooden joists ran the width of the dugout supporting a corrugated tin roof. 


The Tommy on the floor groaned.


Jeffries looked down at the man and noticed, for the first time, the battalion brassard on his upper arm. A runner. "Seeston?"


A groan.


A grin opened on Jeffries' face like a knife wound. 


"Well, well. This is fortuitous."


Jeffries went over to the back wall and, with a little difficulty, removed a section of tea-chest panelling exposing a sackcloth curtain behind. He lifted the curtain with all the solemnity of a priest unveiling a tabernacle, revealing a niche containing several objects; an ornamental dagger, several black candles, an incense burner, a small leather-bound volume and a carved totem of black stone. 


He stepped over Seeston, cleared papers and ink pots from the writing desk before dumping them on the bed. Next he took out the dagger, the candles and a bag of salt from the niche and set them down on the table.


Seeston watched with mounting incomprehension.


Around the table and the prone soldier, Jeffries drew a circle on the floor of his dugout with salt. Seeston roused himself and began to cry, tears running down his cheeks and mixing with dirt and crusted blood. "Whatever you're thinking of doing, sir, please don't."


"Shh, don't worry. Your life's ebbing away anyway, but thanks to your sacrifice, mine is guaranteed to last much longer." Jeffries picked up the ornamental dagger and began intoning the words he knew by heart.


"By Raziel and Enrahagh, Hear me oh, Croatoan. Protect your servant. Take this life in his stead." 


He stood over Seeston and cupped his chin, extending and exposing his neck. "I told you I never forget," he whispered. Then, with a single, practiced movement, he drew the blade across the man's throat.







CHAPTER TWO

 


"All the Wonders of No Man's Land..."

 


Once the NCOs turned up at the bombsite Everson found himself being thanked politely and gently sent on his way, dismissed like a hapless schoolboy. Feeling frustrated and vaguely empty he wandered along High Street towards the support trenches.


Back at his dugout, Everson found his Platoon Sergeant making a cup of tea. Hobson was a career soldier in his forties though his attachment to his waxed moustache made him look older than he was. His once imposing barrel chest had given way to an expanding waistline that he nevertheless insisted was "all muscle". Hobson was a godsend; an Old Contemptible and veteran of the Boer War, a man of infinite common sense. He had been assigned to Everson from the beginning and had stopped him making a fool of himself on more than one occasion.


"Well, sir?" said Hobson as he took a tin mug off a nail and poured another brew.


"Tomorrow. 7.20. Tell the men. They're getting restless."


"They've known summat were going on, sir. They're up for it. It's just the waiting that gets 'em."


"Yes, that does for us all. We've to send out a patrol, too, Sergeant. Dirty work to be done. Orders to cut wire for tomorrow's assault and spy out the German positions, check they've got no new surprises for us. Know of any likely volunteers for a hazardous mission like that?"


"For a Black Hand Gang, sir? Leave it to me. 1 Section are up tonight. Best lot I know. Some handy men there."


"Hmm." Everson knew it. Several of them had worked in his father's brewery -- 'Everson's Ales: They're Everson Good!' He remembered them all signing up together at the outbreak of war, eager for adventure; after all it would be over by Christmas, where was the harm? The factories and mills seemed to empty that week as workers joined the raucous, ebullient crowds of men in flat caps and straw boaters jostling outside the town hall recruitment office. Then there were the months of drilling and training in the camp on the moors above the town. Months more before they got their uniforms and guns. But the pride they felt as the 13th Battalion of the Pennine Fusiliers, the 'Broughtonthwaite Mates', paraded in full kit through the town, down the cobbled streets lined with family, relatives and friends, to cheers and tears under hastily appropriated Wakes Week bunting and Union Jack flags was an almost tangible thing. Your heart swelled, your blood sang and you grinned with so much pride your cheeks ached. There was even a brass band to see them off at the railway station for the start of their Grand Adventure. 


Not so grand as it turned out. 


They'd come out to France in March 1916, spent some time at the training camps before being shunted up the line in Hom Forties for the Big Push. Since then they'd been up to their necks in mud and blood and bullshit, their sense of pride and patriotism long since tarnished by cynicism. 


Hobson handed Everson a steaming mug of tea. 


"Ah, just the job," said Everson wearily. "Whisky, Sergeant?" he added, pulling the small bottle from his tunic.


"Don't mind if I do, sir," said Hobson, offering his mug. "But just the one."


Everson poured a shot into Hobson's tea and one into his own. Hobson savoured the aroma and knocked the milkless tea back in one before slapping the enamel mug down on the table with a dull metallic clunk.


"Best go tell the men, then, sir," he said, before putting on his steel hat and venturing out into the night.


 



The men of 1 Section, No 2 Platoon, were passing the night as best they could in their dugout. It was a crude affair, with little to recommend it but six wooden frame and chicken wire bunks and several upturned tea-chests for tables. 


Private Thomas 'Only' Atkins sat on his bunk reading a letter by the light of a candle stub. It was one he'd read a dozen times before. It was from Flora Mullins. The letter was full of the usual daily doings of a small terraced street but one sentence stuck out. One sentence that sent the bottom of his stomach plunging sickeningly. 


"There is still no news of William. Every day your mam reads the casualty lists hoping not to see his name, then despairing when she doesn't. The not knowing is killing her, Tom..."


 He read the words again and again, as if by doing so he'd wear them out, erase them somehow. Was it wrong to hope William didn't turn up?


He and his older brother had signed up together, even though, technically, Thomas was too young by eleven months, having only just turned seventeen. 


"Go around the block until you've had another birthday, sonny," the Recruiting Sergeant had told him with a wink. So he did. But in those twelve minutes the queue had grown and it was another three hours before he was back before the Sergeant. Those hours had made the difference, not in years, but between serving in the 12th Battalion with his brother and the 13th. 


His mother hadn't half torn a strip off William later that day when she found out he signed up. He'd never seen her so furious until ten minutes later when Thomas had told her he'd joined up, too. She was all for marching him down to the recruiting office and telling that sergeant there and then that her son was too young and what did he mean by signing up helpless little kiddies? Thomas had been mortified and begged and pleaded before appealing to his dad. Half an hour later, when she found out they weren't even in the same battalion and wouldn't be serving together so William couldn't keep an eye on him, it all blew up again. 


And now William was missing. He'd been missing since the Big Push. Atkins had traipsed round all the field hospitals and questioned old mates, but there was no news and it was tearing him apart. 


He watched 'Mercy' Evans stowing the contents of his latest 'trip to the canteen' into a haversack hanging from the ceiling, out of reach of the ever-present rats. Scrounging he called it, although looting would be the official charge. However, in a war where supplies were short, the Platoon Commander turned a blind eye, so long as he occasionally plied his skills on behalf of his comrades. 


'Porgy' Hopkiss was shuffling though his pack of photographs, each a portrait. He had twenty-seven of them so far, every one presented by a sweetheart he'd met or so he claimed, although at least one was of Mary Pickford and several were of dubious taste and also in the possession of more than one man in the battalion. It was his avowed intent to collect enough to turn them into a deck of cards after the war.


'Gutsy' Blood, a butcher by trade before he took the shilling, was sharpening and polishing his best meat cleaver, because, quite frankly, it was his pride and joy and he didn't trust his wife or brother-in-law to look after it proper back home, so he'd brought it to France with him, When he charged towards the German lines brandishing it, it scared the crap out of Jerry, not to mention half of his own platoon. 


 'Lucky' Livesey had his trousers off and turned inside out across his bony white knees as he ran a lighted candle stub along the seams. "Nothing more satisfying than Chatting," he said, grinning gleefully at the small cracks as the ubiquitous lice popped under the heat.


"Maybe, but you'll still be hitchy-coo tomorrow, Lucky. Can't never get rid of the bloody things," said 'Half Pint' Nicholls, scratching his ribs fiercely. Half Pint was the greatest grouser in the regiment. You want to hear it true and unvarnished, then he was willing to give his opinion forth to all and sundry and, among a certain kind of man, he found a willing audience. 


Lance Corporal Ketch, 1 Section's second in charge, entered, bringing in the post. He was a small man with a pock-marked face; just a shade too tall for the Bantams, worse luck, so they were stuck with him. His gimlet eyes glowered with resentment as he began handing out the brown paper and string packages and ivory envelopes. It seemed to be against his nature for anyone to have any measure of happiness.


Atkins leaned forwards eagerly, poised for his name. His heart began to pound in his chest, waiting for news, but dreading it at the same time.


"Porgy one for you, Package for Mercy. Half Pint. Gazette, two! Pot Shot, Lucky..." 


The men snatched them up eagerly and were momentarily lost in their own private worlds as they proceeded to open them.


"Gazette and Pot Shot are on sentry duty, " said Gutsy, taking theirs.


"And lastly Juh Juh-Ginger," sneered Ketch, holding out a package towards a nervy, curly-haired blonde lad who was feeding a rat he'd tamed, taken for a pet and named Haig.


'Ginger' Mottram had made it through the entire summer without a scratch, but he was a wreck. Shell-shock, they called it. Malingering, Ketch said, but then he would. Ketch deliberately waved the package just out of his reach, taunting him. Ginger went bright red. The lad blushed so often they joked that one day his hair would turn red, hence his nickname.


"Guh-guh-give it here!" stammered Ginger.


"Leave it out, Ketch," warned Mercy. Ketch thrust the package into the lad's hand, his fun spoiled.


 "Corp?" said Atkins leaning forward hopefully.


"Atkins," said Ketch gleefully. "Expecting something were you?" 


"Yes." 


Ketch made a show of patting himself down. "No, Sorry. Nothing." 


"Ketch!" snapped Mercy, looking up from his own letter. "Only's brother is missing f'fuck's sake. He was hoping for news."


"Fuck you, Evans," muttered Ketch as he retired to his bunk. 


Sergeant Hobson's ample frame filled the dugout door. "It's getting late, ladies. Time to get your beauty sleep. Waiting's over. Word has come down. We'll be up early and going over the top first wave tomorrow. Check your weapons. Where's Lance Sergeant Jessop?"


"NCO of the watch, Sarn't," said Mercy.


"Sarn't?"


"Yes, Hopkiss?" 


"It's just that there's not much of a bombardment from our lot," he said jerking his chin in the direction of the Front. It was true. The night's artillery fire was sporadic at best. 


"Don't you worry your pretty little head about it, Hopkiss. You just turn up in your Sunday Best for tomorrow's little promenade and we'll go for a nice stroll in No Man's Land. I'm sure wiser heads than yours have got it sorted," he said, turning to go.


"That's what we're worried about, Sarn't," said Mercy.


Hobson's eyes narrowed as he strode across the dugout. 


"You think too much, Evans, do you hear me?" he said sternly, rapping Mercy sharply on the head. "And you do it out loud. If that ain't a bad habit I don't know what is. Don't let me hear you do it again!" 


Evans winced and rubbed his scalp.


"Yes, Sarn't. Sorry, Sarn't."


"I'm watching you laddie," said Hobson as he left. "Ketch, I need a Black Hand Gang for a bit of business tonight. I want three volunteers to meet me in F8 at two Ack Emma. See to it."


 "Right," said Ketch, gleefully. Hopkiss and Blood? You've just volunteered." 


Ketch took his time, letting his eyes roam over the rest of the men, making sure to meet each of their eyes as if daring them to challenge him. His gaze settled on Atkins. Atkins, suddenly aware of the silence, glanced up. "Something better to do Atkins? Not now you haven't."


 



Atkins was woken by Gutsy shaking him. The last vestiges of warmth and wellbeing slipped away as realisation of where he was rushed in.


"Only? Come on lad, it's time. Let's get this over and done with."


Wearing leather jerkins, carrying their bayonets in sheaths, their faces blackened with burnt cork, the Black Hand Gang, Atkins, Gutsy and Porgy, made their way past scurrying rats up to the fire bay, where Hobson and Ketch were waiting for them.


There was a faint fwoosh as an enemy flare went up. It burnt a stark white, casting deep shadows on the wall of the trench that wobbled and tilted as the flare drifted down, until at last they ate up the last of the light and filled the trench again.


'Gazette' Otterthwaite and 'Pot Shot' Jellicoe were on sentry duty. Even in the dim light it was hard to miss Pot Shot. He was a large man, a shade over six foot, tallest man in the Battalion; the only man who had to crouch when stood on the firestep lest his head present a tempting target for German snipers. 


Gazette was up on the firestep on sentry duty, Pot Shot sat on the step beside him, slumped against the side of the bay and snoring gently, his rifle clasped to his chest like a loved one. Gazette glanced down at them and kicked Pot Shot awake.


"All right, lads?" he yawned.


That helped ease the queasy feeling in Atkins' stomach. Gazette was the best sharp shooter in the platoon. If anyone was going to have your back on a Black Hand job you'd want it to be him.


There was a pile of equipment on the firestep by his feet. 


"Right," said Hobson, "take these." He handed out pistols; Webley revolvers, usually reserved for officers but more practical in situations, such as this, that called for stealth. They each had their own bayonet and there were two sets of long-armed wirecutters. Atkins and Porgy got those. Hobson also gave them each a grey military issue blanket that he instructed them to wear across their backs in the manner of a cloak.


"It'll help disguise your outline against German flares. If a flare goes up, don't move. You'll want to throw yourself on the ground but don't, they'll spot the movement and you're a goner. If you freeze you could be tree stump, a shadow or a body on the wire," he told them. "We're goin'out to cut the German wire in preparation for tomorrow. So we make sure we do the job properly or it'll be us and our mates paying the price if we don't. We also want to take a shufti and make sure Fritz isn't planning any nasty surprises. Don't worry, I'll have you all back in time for the big show."


"Thanks, Sar'nt. You're a real pal," said Gutsy.


"Time for a fag, Sar'nt?" asked Hopkiss, trying to delay the inevitable.


"No. Follow me. Stick to me like glue. No one talks but me. Make sure you stay within an arm's length of the next fellow. If you get lost make your way back here. And make sure you dozy ha'porths don't forget the password: Hampstead."


Atkins checked his bayonet in its sheath. He checked the chambers of the Webley revolver. They were full. The pistol had a loop fastened to the handle, which he slipped round his wrist.


There being no sally port available, Hobson put a ladder up against the revetment and was about to step on the bottom rung when another flare went up. He stopped, waited for the flare to die out, before rolling over the sandbag parapet with practised ease. His arm appeared back over the bags signalling the next man up. Porgy was already on the ladder and climbing. Gutsy stepped on below him and began his climb. It was Atkins' turn next. As he stepped on the bottom rung, he felt a hand pat his thigh.


"Good luck, mate," said Gazette. Aktins smiled weakly. He could feel his heart lifting him fractionally from the ladder with every beat as he lay against the rungs. He hadn't felt a funk like this since that last night with Flora. 


"Cheers. I'll be back for breakfast."


Another flare. 


Above him, Gutsy froze, waiting for the light to die. Atkins looked up. All he could see was Gutsy's big khaki-covered arse eclipsing everything. Blood let one rip and looked down between his legs, grinning.


"Fuck's sakes, Gutsy!" hissed Gazette. "At least with the yellow cross we get a warning. Where's me bloody gas helmet?"


A hiss rasped from over the parapet. "Get a move on, you two!" 


Puffing, Gutsy rolled over the sandbags with as much grace as a carcass in his old butcher's shop. 


Atkins reached the top of the ladder. The nightscape before him never failed to chill him to the core. No Man's Land. It was a contradiction in terms. You were never alone in No Man's Land. During the day it was quiet, with generally nothing but the odd buzz of a sniper's bullet cutting low over the ground or the crump of a Minniewerfer to disturb it. At night, though, it became a hive of activity; parties out repairing wire, laying new wire, digging saps, running reconnaissance, conducting trench raids. Both sides knew it. It was the most dangerous of times to be out and never dark for long, as flares burst in the air, momentarily illuminating bleak Futurist landscapes that left hellish after-images in the mind's eye. 


He saw Hobson and Porgy about four or five yards ahead, crawling along on their bellies. Gutsy was to his left. Atkins crawled forward using his elbows and knees. The mud was cold and slimy and within a minute his entire front, from chin to toes, was soaked. He and Gutsy made their way to where Sergeant Hobson and Porgy were waiting. About twenty yards ahead, they could make out the vague unearthly shapes of their own wire entanglements. Sergeant Hobson indicated a piece of soiled, white tape in the mud that led them to the gap in their own wire.


Now they truly were in No Man's Land. 


They crawled on, their progress achingly slow. Every time a flare bloomed in the sky, they would press themselves into the mud. It took them nearly an hour to crawl through the blasted landscape -- peppered as it was with shell holes - up the gently inclining slope towards Harcourt Wood. About them Atkins could hear the foraging corpse rats feasting on the bodies of the fallen. They reached the German wire, some thirty yards short of a low stone wall that bordered the wood. There was a muffled shout, some distance over to the left and a brief spatter of machine gun fire, then nothing. 


More waiting.


Hobson gestured to the left and rolled with a barely perceptible splash into a shallow shell hole just short of the wire. The others followed. Atkins slithered over the shallow lip to join them and found himself in a pool of water. Hobson beckoned them closer with a finger. They gathered their heads together while Hobson spoke in a low, slow voice.


"Wirecutters get ahead. Blood and I will cover you. If it all goes off, get back here sharpish. Got it? Just don't take all night about it."


Atkins nodded. As they crawled out of the shell hole toward the wire, Hobson and Gutsy took up their positions on the lip of the crater, pistols cocked and ready.


Atkins looked at Porgy as they reached the entanglement. Porgy crawled forward with his cutters, slipped the blades around the wire and snipped. There was a sharp tink and a dull tinny twang recoiled along the wire. Atkins froze until long after the sound died away, expecting a burst of machine gun fire to cut them down at any moment. But nothing happened. Porgy cut again. 


Atkins gripped the wire between his own cutter blades and snipped, and snipped again. It took nearly an hour to cut though the entanglement, working his way along on his back under the thicket of Jerry wire until his arms ached and his muscles burned, but eventually it was done. A section of wire five or six yards across had been freed from its mooring.


They made their way back to the shell hole. 


"All present and correct?" whispered Hobson. "Good. Let's be off home shall we?"


As they began the slow crawl back towards their own lines, something gave way under Atkins' palm and his left arm sank up to his elbow in the thick mud. A bubble formed on the surface and popped, releasing a cloying, sickly stench. His hand had gone through a corpse's gas-distended stomach. Disturbed, several corpulent rats squeaked indignantly and darted off. He heaved, retching up several lumps of army stew and pulled his hand out of the mud. In an attempt to put some distance, any distance, between him and the corpse, he planted a knee down only to feel a crack of bones somewhere just below the surface of the slime. A red flare went up bathing everything in a hellish glow. Atkins looked down with horror to see the decomposing face of a French soldier lit by the lurid light, making shadows dance in the empty sockets of its eyes. 


A burst of machine gun fire zipped over their heads. Hobson quickly indicated to a large Minnie crater with a flick of his hand. They headed for it, rolling down into the relative shelter of its shadow.


Unable to stop himself, Atkins slipped helplessly down the slick wet sides into the slurry-filled basin at the bottom, before coming up against wet muddy cloth. Fearing another corpse, he looked about wildly and met the gaze of a German soldier staring back with the same intensity of fear and surprise. They'd stumbled on a German patrol sheltering in the same shell-hole.


Atkins knew he had seconds to act. He clamped a muddy hand over the German's mouth. The Hun clawed desperately at his wrist. Atkins adjusted his position so he was astride the man's chest and was able to use his knee to pin the man's upper arm to the ground, leaving a hand free to unsheath his bayonet. The German tried to bite Atkins' hand, desperate to stop him. Out the corner of his eyes Atkins made out the other members of his Black Hand Gang engaged in similar private struggles. It was desperate fighting, no rules. This was war at its most raw, most visceral, most base. The only sound was the slap of mud or splash of water as boots sought for purchase on soft tissue; grunts of exertion as the struggle turned first one way then the next, each opponent knowing it was killed or be killed. 


Gritted teeth. Little explosions of breath, spittle flecks bubbling up at the corners of the mouth, face red with effort, neck taut with strain as Atkins leant forward trying to use his bodyweight to press his bayonet home. The Hun kicked, trying to dislodge him. The point of his bayonet against the Hun's ribs. His eyes creasing, pleading, hands slick with mud losing their grip, the bayonet pushing into the thick serge of his uniform but not puncturing. It was all now dependant on who could last out the longest, but Atkins had gravity on his side.


The blade sank suddenly, plunging Atkins' face unexpectedly towards his enemy's, whose eyes widened in shock. He tried to focus on Atkins as his hand clawed weakly at his face. Atkins turned away and raised himself to avoid the filthy, clammy hand. Then, hardly able to see for the stinging tears welling up in his eyes he muttered, "sorry," and used his bodyweight to push the bayonet further in. Blood bubbled and frothed at the corners of the Hun's mouth. Atkins could feel the warm exhalation of breath on his face waning. The man's eyes lost focus and beneath him Atkins felt his chest fall for the last time. He collapsed with effort and relief onto the body feeling his heart beating fit to burst, a pulse suddenly pounding painfully at the base of his skull behind his right ear. He rolled over onto his back, his chest heaving with sobs he tried to stifle. To his left he saw Porgy sitting with his head in his hands. Hobson was wiping his bayonet on a German's tunic. Three Huns lay about the shell hole in unnatural positions. A fourth lay face down in the water. Gutsy grabbed Atkins and pulled him into a sitting position, holding his head between his knees as he dry-retched.


"Get it up, son, you'll feel better," Gutsy whispered. Atkins tried to make himself heave. It didn't take much before he vomited, spitting out the stringy mucus and half-digested bits that remained in his mouth. Gutsy pulled his bayonet from the dead Hun and handed it back to him. "You did well." 


They made their way back to their line but when they came to their wire, they couldn't find the gap. Following Hobson, they inched their way along the wire, careful not to touch any of the makeshift alarms of tin cans containing pebbles that hung from them before finding one. They edged through and towards their lines until they could see the sandbag parapets of their own trenches. From the dark ahead of them came an aggressive hiss.


"Password."


"Hampstead" Hobson hissed back and began crawling forwards, beckoning the others to follow. There was sudden rapid fire, and the whole world went to hell. Porgy screamed. A flare went up from the trench. Hobson shouted: "You're shooting your own bloody men, hold your fire!" There were far away shouts from the German line, a German flare and then the whine of bullets splashing into the mud around them. 


Shot at from behind, shot at from in front, Atkins scrambled for the sandbags and the trench. Hands reached up, grabbed him and pulled him over the parapet to safety. Hobson was already over and laying into the Jock sentry with a torrent of sergeantly abuse. Gutsy was sat on the firestep checking himself all over for wounds but there was no sign of Porgy. Atkins stood on the firestep and, against all his better instincts, he peered over the top. He saw something that could be Porgy some five or six yards away. Sporadic shots from the German line continued to bury themselves into the mud around him.


"Only! Only, I'm hit," whimpered Porgy. 


Before he knew what he was doing, Atkins was scrambling over the parapet and wriggling forward on his elbows. 


"Come back you bloody fool!" 


Atkins slithered on, the odd bullet whining over his head. He reached Porgy who was lying on his side groaning. He gripped Porgy's hand and pulled, trying to drag him through the mud, but he was too heavy. There only one thing for it. As quickly as he could, Atkins picked him up under the armpits and hauled him backwards, step by muddy step, towards the trench amid the whine and splatter of German bullets. Reaching the sandbags, he tipped the barely conscious Porgy over the parapet and into the arms of his waiting mates, before leaping into the trench after him. Trembling, he sat down heavily on the firestep and watched as Gutsy looked Porgy over.


"Hell's bells, Porgy you're a lucky one."


Atkins could see a bloody groove on Porgy's left temple where a bullet had grazed him. "Head wound." 


"Good job it didn't hit anything important, eh?" croaked Porgy.


"Barely a scratch, y'daft beggar. You'll live."


Porgy looked up as that sank in and seemed to rally, turning on the sentry loitering off to his side. "All the way to the Hun wire, an ambush by Jerry, and I get shot by my own bloody side!" he growled, attempting to get up, but Gutsy held him down. 


"Och, sorry mate how wis ah tae know? This isnae your section o' the line. You could a been Kaiser Bill hisself fer all I knew!"


Atkins looked up as a grubby mud-slathered Hobson stood over him. "That," he spat, "was a bloody stupid thing to do."


"Couldn't leave him, Sar'nt."


"Quite, right lad," said Hobson, gently patting him on the shoulder.


As if that were all the permission he needed, Atkins felt great sobs well up within him and his shoulders started to shake.


"You'll be all right son. You did well tonight. Take Porgy to have his scratch seen to. Don't want him missing out on the fun later, do we? Then go and get yourself cleaned up and get some kip. Big day tomorrow."


"Sar'nt."


Atkins and Gutsy made their way along the fire trench, carrying a dazed and bloody Porgy between them, his head now roughly bandaged with a field dressing. They turned down a communications trench and weaved their way to the Regimental Aid Post. The MO wasn't very happy about being woken up, but soon cleaned and stitched the wound before packing them off. 


Atkins went back to the water butts in the support trench to clean himself up.


Ketch caught up with him. 


"I heard what you did, Atkins," he said.


"Any one of us would have done the same."


"But they didn't did they? It was you, weren't it? Bit of a glory hound are we? Your mates might think you're the bee's knees right now, but I know different. You're bad news, Atkins. I'm watching you."


Atkins was too weary to argue. He crept back into the dugout, crawled under his ration blanket and dozed fitfully as the rats scurried across the floor beneath him.


 






End of sample




    To search for additional titles please go to 

    
    http://search.overdrive.com.   


OEBPS/images/BLACKHAND60KB.jpg
| . \’( S&‘ : 7} v '

p— i
¢

No MAN S WORLD

BLAI}K HAND GANG

PAT KELLEHER






