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ONE

The troop ship docked in Calais just after darkness had fallen, and the passengers were quickly disembarked and herded, in a ragged column, towards the nearby railway station.

Once they caught sight of the train which would take them to the railhead, some of the young soldiers put on a spurt, so they would have their choice of seats, but Sam Blackstone did not follow their example. Like the old campaigner he was, he took his time, knowing that, even at this stage of the game, it was foolish to expend energy when there was no need to.

The train smelled of damp, sweat and general neglect, but considering that most newly arrived enlisted men were transported to the front line in cattle wagons, Blackstone thought, even a dilapidated third-class carriage was an unexpected luxury.

Not that unexpected luxury should be taken as a sign of things to come, he mused, as he walked along the corridor. In the eyes of the military command, ordinary soldiers were, and always had been cattle – brave, well-disciplined cattle, it was true, but cattle nonetheless. And if, on this particular occasion, they were being treated with a little more dignity than usual, that was probably because the authorities had, with typical inefficiency, failed to secure the kind of transportation that they would normally have used.

When he found a seat at the end of the train, the carriage was already occupied by seven young men.

No, not young men at all, he corrected himself, as he sat down.

They were boys!

As the train lurched, and then slowly chugged out of the station, Blackstone ran a professional policeman’s eye over his travelling companions.

The boy sitting directly opposite him was a prime example of an East End hooligan, he noted. The lad was neither broad nor tall – the diet of the poor rarely fostered such growth – but he had the hard, knotted muscles of someone who had been introduced to physical labour at an early age. His head was bullet-shaped, and looked too small for his body. He had narrow eyes, a jagged scar ran down one cheek, and his teeth – already rotting – would be all but gone by the time he had reached his mid-twenties.

 Blackstone had noticed the boy twice before. The first time had been at Dover, where he had been strutting up and down as if he owned the place. The second time had been on the ship, and by then the lad had lost his self-assurance and was leaning over the side, spewing his guts up. Now, on their third meeting, on dry land again, he seemed to have regained his cockiness.

‘Course, the Huns have had it easy so far,’ the boy was telling the lad next to him. ‘Up to now, you see, they’ve only had to deal with professional soldiers, and you know what they’re like, don’t you?’

‘No, what are they like, Mick?’ his friend asked.

‘Time servers,’ the boy said confidently. ‘The thing about them is, you see, they joined the army because they didn’t have nothing better to do with their time, and now they’ve found themselves caught up in war, they’re playing it safe and keeping their heads down.’

Idiot! Blackstone thought.

The boy was like so many young men who came from the Whitechapel area. He thought he was tough, and no doubt he was handy enough with a fist in a drunken Saturday night fight at his local boozer. But he had no idea – no real idea at all – of what war was actually like.

‘Yes, you’ll see,’ Mick continued. ‘Once the Huns find themselves up against lads with something about them – lads with a spirit of adventure – they’ll all turn tail and run for home.’

There’d been eager young recruits just like him in the Afghan Campaign – Flash Harrys who weren’t going to be intimidated by a little brown man who lived in a mud hut and carried an ancient rifle. Oh yes, there’d been more than enough of them – and all their arrogance had gained them had been unmarked graves, thousands of miles from home.

Mick stopped talking to his friend and turned his gaze – suddenly full of hostility – onto Blackstone.

‘Have you got a problem, Grandad?’ he asked aggressively.

‘No problem at all,’ Blackstone replied evenly.

‘Don’t lie to me, you old bag of bones,’ the youth said. His expression changed, now more puzzled than angry – though the anger was still there. ‘What are you doing on this train, anyway?’ he continued. ‘Why are you filling a seat with your rotting carcass when it could have been taken by a fighting hero?’

‘It’s a long story,’ Blackstone said.

But it wasn’t – it was a very short story, which hadn’t even begun to be written three days earlier.

As he had walked up the long, elm-lined drive to Hartley House – an impressive ancestral pile which could probably date its origins back to the days when Good Queen Bess was still a girl – Blackstone had found himself wondering, not for the first time that day, why General Sir Michael Fortesque VC, who he had not seen for over thirty years, should have summoned him.

It was true that Fortesque and he had been close comrades in Afghanistan – or, at least, as close as an orphanage-raised sergeant and an Eton-educated captain ever could be – but the Second Afghan War was now long consigned to the history books, and it seemed unlikely that Fortesque should suddenly have felt the need to reminisce with one of the poor bloody infantry.

He had almost reached the front entrance when a footman, dressed in full livery, suddenly appeared and blocked his path.

‘Yes?’ the footman said, running his eyes disdainfully up and down the visitor’s second-hand suit.

‘I have an appointment with the General,’ Blackstone replied.

The footman sniffed. ‘You’re the inspector from Scotland Yard?’ he asked, incredulously.

‘That’s right.’

The other man turned the idea over in his mind for a few moments, and then seemed to decide that – however amazing it might be – Blackstone really was what he claimed.

‘The servants’ and tradesmen’s entrance is around the side of the house,’ the footman said curtly. ‘Follow me.’

‘I think I’d prefer to enter the house through the front door,’ Blackstone told him.

The footman sniffed again. ‘That’s out of the question.’

‘Is it?’ Blackstone asked.

‘Of course it is.’

‘I see,’ Blackstone said, then he turned smartly and began to walk back the way he had come. ‘Please be so kind as to tell the General I called.’

‘Where do you think you’re going?’ the footman demanded, in a tone which was both annoyed and incredulous.

‘To the railway station,’ Blackstone said, over his shoulder. ‘It’s where you have to go, if you want to catch a train.’

‘But the master is expecting you.’

‘I know.’

‘Wait!’ the footman shouted, and now, as Blackstone widened the distance between them, there was a note of panic in his voice.

Blackstone stopped and turned again. ‘Yes?’

The footman swallowed hard.

‘If you’d care to follow me, sir, I’ll conduct you to the front door,’ he said, forcing each word out of his mouth with considerable effort.

‘That would be most kind of you,’ Blackstone said graciously.

A large and ornate mirror hung in the corridor outside General Fortesque’s study, and though Blackstone rarely took the opportunity to examine his own appearance, he did so now.

The man who stared back at him bore a superficial resemblance to the man he thought himself to be. Both were tall (over six feet) and had tight, sinewy bodies. Both had large noses, which could have been Middle Eastern, but weren’t. Yet the man looking out of the mirror seemed older than the man who was looking into it. He seemed, in fact, to have reached that point in middle age in which he was teetering on the edge of being old.

Blackstone shook his head, as if, with that one gesture, he could also shake off his little remaining vanity. He had never expected to reach his middle fifties, he reminded himself. Nor had he particularly wanted to, because the older a man got, the longer the shadow of the workhouse became. But he had survived – despite Afghanistan, despite the hazards of working in the Metropolitan Police and the New York Police Department – and so, he supposed, he was stuck with life and might as well make the most out of it that he could.

The study door opened, and the butler appeared.

‘Sir Michael will see you now,’ he said, in the deep booming voice of an Old Testament prophet.

The room overlooked the driveway, and the General was sitting in his bath chair by the window. When the butler had turned the chair around, Blackstone could see for himself that Fortesque was a mere husk of the man he had once been.

The General raised his hand in feeble greeting, and said, ‘It was good of you to come, Sergeant.’

Blackstone grinned. ‘I wasn’t aware I had any choice in the matter,’ he said. ‘If I’d refused, you’d only have contacted the Commissioner of Police, who would then have made what started out as a request into a direct order.’

The old man returned Blackstone’s grin with a weak one of his own. ‘Yes, as decrepit as I am, I do seem to have some influence left,’ he said. ‘How’s life been for you since we last met, Sam?’

‘I have no complaints,’ Blackstone told him.

Not true! said a tiny irritating voice at the back of his mind. You do have regrets – and most of them concern women.

‘You must be approaching retirement,’ the General said.

‘It’s around the corner,’ Blackstone agreed.

‘And how will you manage, once you’re no longer earning a wage?’

‘I’ve got a bit of money put by,’ Blackstone said.

But not enough – not nearly enough – because for most of his working life, half his wage had gone directly to the orphanage in which he himself had been brought up.

‘I had a grandson,’ the General said, changing the subject. ‘He was my pride and joy.’

Blackstone, noting the past tense, said nothing.

‘He was killed on the Western Front, just a few days ago,’ the General continued.

Blackstone nodded gravely. ‘War’s always been a terrible thing, but from what I’ve heard, this one makes the one’s we fought seem like a bit of harmless sparring,’ he said. ‘God alone knows how many of our young men will die on the battlefield before it’s finally over.’

‘Charlie didn’t die in battle,’ the General said, and there was a deep anger in his voice now. ‘If he’d been cut down doing his duty, I could have borne that. It would have been hard for me, yes, yet no harder than it has been for generations of my family who have gladly made the sacrifice. But he was never given the opportunity to give his life for his country – he was murdered.’

‘I’m sorry,’ Blackstone said – and so he was.

‘I want you to find his killer,’ the General said.

‘You want what!’ Blackstone exclaimed.

‘I want you to find his killer,’ the General repeated.

‘The military have police of their own.’

‘So they do. And they’re usually very good at their job – but that job doesn’t include tracking down murderers.’

This was insane, Blackstone thought.

‘I’m a civilian, now,’ he protested. ‘I have been for over a quarter of a century. The military would never brook my interference.’

‘Of course they will, if I ask them to,’ the General said, with an absolute certainty. ‘Besides, you’ve always had a strong belief in your own self-worth, and you’re unlikely to allow any man in a fancy uniform to intimidate you.’

Blackstone walked over to the window, and looked down at the spot on which he’d been standing only a few minutes earlier.

He chuckled, and said, ‘I thought you might be behind it.’

‘Behind what?’ the General asked innocently.

‘Behind the little charade when I first arrived. It was you who told the flunkey to bring me in through the servants’ entrance, wasn’t it?’

‘Is that what you really believe?’ the General asked, curiously.

‘No, not when I stop to think about it,’ Blackstone admitted. ‘You’re much too subtle for that. So you didn’t tell him to treat me like a piece of offal – but you knew that he would!’

Fortesque smiled. ‘I’ve always known how the men who served under me would react in any situation. A good commander has to – because there are no second chances in war. And Hopwood – that’s my “flunkey’s” name – has a very high opinion of himself, and fondly imagines that, one day, he’ll be the butler at one of the finest houses in England.’

‘But he won’t?’

‘Of course not. A butler in the making doesn’t need to act as if he’s superior – it’s enough for him to know that he is.’

‘So you arranged the little skirmish with Hopwood to see whether or not I still had fire in my belly,’ Blackstone said.

‘I had to be sure,’ the General replied. ‘Thirty years is a long time, and men change. But you haven’t lost your fire, Sam, and that’s why I want you go to the Western Front as my representative.’

‘I don’t even know how the modern army works,’ Blackstone protested.

‘And that’s why I want you to go to the Western Front,’ the General repeated, and now his voice was so firm that, if Blackstone had closed his eyes, he could easily have imagined he was talking to a much younger man. ‘I could ask your superiors to order you to go – and they would. I could offer you money – and, indeed, if you bring my grandson’s murderer to justice, I will give you five thousand pounds. But I did not call you here to either threaten or bribe you.’

‘No?’ Blackstone asked, sceptically.

‘No,’ the General said. ‘I asked you here so that I could plead with you – as an old comrade I would have given my life for back then – to do something which might perhaps ease an old man’s suffering a little. Will you do this one thing for me, Sam?’

‘I’ll do it,’ Blackstone agreed. ‘You haven’t left me much bloody choice, have you?’

The old train continued to rattle and groan. The young soldier was still staring angrily at Blackstone.

‘You shouldn’t be here at all,’ Mick said. ‘Matter of fact, when we stop again, I’m going to throw you off.’

‘You should save your rage for the enemy,’ Blackstone told him. ‘And even then, you should have it under control.’

‘Or maybe I won’t even wait until we stop!’ Mick said, infuriated by his calmness. ‘Maybe I’ll throw you off right now.’

‘I wouldn’t do that if I was you,’ Blackstone advised.

‘Oh wouldn’t you?’ Mick scoffed. ‘Well, you’re not me, are you? I’m a young man, and you’re just a useless old fart.’

He stood up, and reached across for the lapels of the old fart’s jacket. Blackstone grabbed his wrist, found the pressure point, and squeezed tightly.

Mick’s face went white as he fought the urge to scream, but it was already a losing battle, and as Blackstone maintained the pressure and forced him to his knees, the young soldier gave a gasp of pain.

‘The first thing you need to learn is never to get into a fight unless you absolutely have to,’ Blackstone said. ‘And the second is that if you do get into a fight, never underestimate your enemy.’

 Mick was biting his lower lip, and searching in vain for the strength to fight back.

‘I’ll let you go if you promise to sit down and be quiet,’ Blackstone said. ‘Do you promise?’

Mick nodded his head. ‘Yes,’ he said, in a wheeze.

‘I’m telling you all this for your own good,’ Blackstone said, as the boy returned to his seat and gingerly massaged his wrist. ‘With the attitude you’ve got now, you won’t last a day at the Front.’

But even as he spoke the words, he knew Mick probably wouldn’t listen. That was the trouble with lads like him. And that was why – though they didn’t even realize it – they were already walking dead men.


TWO

At a speed which would have made a lethargic snail ashamed, the train chugged through the flat French countryside.

The view from the window offered little in the way of distraction. Occasionally, there would be a gnarled old peasant leading a nag which was all skin and bone. Once in a while, the train would pass through a small station, and offer a brief glimpse of the village, battered by war, which lay beyond it. Other than that, the locomotive could have been travelling through a land which the world had quite forgotten.

This total lack of any sort of drama – this absence of anything to fire the gung-ho spirit – soon began to have an effect on the young soldiers, and their animation drained away, to be replaced by a kind of bored stupor.

That was what war was like, Blackstone thought, observing them. It could be excruciatingly painful, and it could be bowel-movingly terrifying. It could even – when you realized that there was a good chance you were not going to die that particular day – be a joyous experience, an orgasm of relief. But mostly, as these lads were starting to discover, it was mindlessly boring.

They reached the railhead – a shabby little station which, pre-war, would have been lucky to see a dozen passengers a day – as darkness was falling. A couple of the boys stood up with obvious relief that the cramped journey was finally over, and stepped out into the corridor to stretch their legs, but a bellow from one of the sergeants posted there soon had them scurrying back to their seats.

Another half an hour passed painfully slowly before the sergeant opened the door.

‘If you look out of the window, you’ll see half a dozen sergeants standing on the platform holding up paraffin lamps,’ he said. ‘You’re to muster in front of the third lamp from the end. Got that?’

‘Yes, Sarge,’ the young soldiers said, in unison.

The sergeant turned to Blackstone. ‘You’re being met,’ he said. Then, out of deference to the fact that the man he was addressing was a civilian – albeit a middle-aged one in a shabby suit – he added, ‘Ain’t that right, sir?’

‘That’s right,’ Blackstone agreed.

‘Well, the best thing you can do is to try and keep out of the way until your liaison makes himself known to you,’ the sergeant said.

‘He’ll recognize me, will he?’ Blackstone asked, with a smile.

‘You’ll stick out like a vicar in a brothel,’ the sergeant said, flatly.

Yes, I suppose I will, Blackstone thought.

The sergeant turned smartly on his heel, and left the carriage.

‘I never thought it would be like this, Sid,’ Mick said to his pal, then glanced quickly at Blackstone to see if he had somehow managed to cause offence.

‘No, I’ll bet you didn’t,’ the Scotland Yard man agreed.

The soldiers picked up their kit, climbed out of the carriage, and lined up in front of the third lantern from the end.

Blackstone followed, feeling odd that he should be a part of all this, and yet, strictly speaking, no part of it at all.

Once the men were in more or less orderly lines, a sergeant major who had been observing the whole spectacle blew his whistle, and the men fell silent.

‘You will be marched out to the reserve trench, where you will be issued with gas masks and rations!’ he barked. ‘Any questions?’

‘Could we please have something to drink, Sergeant Major?’ one of the soldiers murmured.

‘What was that, lad?’ the sergeant major asked, rounding on him.

‘It’s  . . . it’s just that we haven’t had anything since we left the port,’ the soldier told him.

‘Is that right?’ the sergeant major asked. ‘Well, you poor lad! That’s such a touching story that I’m finding it hard to fight back the tears!’

‘I only wondered  . . .’ the soldier said weakly.

‘It’s not your job to wonder!’ the sergeant major said harshly. ‘It’s your job to obey orders.’ He ran his eyes over the ranks of recruits. ‘You’re in the army now. You eat and drink when you’re given the opportunity, and you don’t whine when you’re not.’ He paused for a second, then added, ‘Any more questions?’

And the silence which answered him was almost deafening.

Looking along the platform, Blackstone saw a small group of officers who had arrived on the same train, and who had been met by a young second lieutenant. The officers, he noted, were not asking for something to drink. But then they didn’t need to – because an orderly, with a tray of drinks in his hand, had already satisfied that requirement.

The second lieutenant – who couldn’t have been more than twenty or twenty-one – noticed Blackstone standing there, and detached himself from the group.

‘Are you the chap from Scotland Yard?’ he asked, brusquely.

‘Yes, I’m the “chap” from Scotland Yard,’ Blackstone agreed.

The lieutenant seemed outraged by the response.

‘I’m the chap from Scotland Yard, sir!’ he barked.

‘Are you?’ Blackstone asked, in a bemused tone. ‘I thought I was the copper. Still, I do get confused easily, so you’re probably right.’

‘Now listen here, my good man  . . .’ the lieutenant blustered.

‘And there’s no need to call me “sir”, even though, strictly speaking, I probably hold a higher rank in the police than you do in the army,’ Blackstone interrupted him.

‘I  . . . I  . . .’ the lieutenant began.

‘Are you my escort?’ Blackstone asked.

‘Your escort?’ the lieutenant repeated, as if he could hardly believe the cheek of the man. ‘You don’t have an escort. You’re to march with the men to the reserve trench, and once you get there, you’re to find an officer to report to.’

Well, that certainly put him in his place, Blackstone thought.

Following the bobbing paraffin lamps which the sergeants held up in front of them, the new arrivals marched through the dark suburbs of the town and soon were out in open countryside.

For the first mile or so, they heard little but the tramp-tramp-tramp of their own boots, though occasionally one of the men would cough or whisper something to the man nearest to him. Then, as they got closer to the front, they heard a low rumbling sound – the sort of noise a great beast might make as it lay there, slowly dying.

They marched on, and the sound grew louder and angrier, and now there were sudden flashes of light exploding through the darkness.

The sergeant at the head of the column stopped, and turned around.

‘Ten minutes tobacco rest!’ he bawled.

Some of the young soldiers took off their packs before sitting down, but the majority simply sank awkwardly to the ground with the packs still in place.

They had already learned a second important thing about war, Blackstone thought – it wasn’t just the fighting which was exhausting, it was the whole bloody business!

He was lighting up a cigarette when he heard a voice to his left say, ‘I’m sorry about what happened earlier. I should never have been so bleeding rude to a man who could probably half-kill me without even breaking into a sweat.’

‘You should never be so bleeding rude to anybody at all, Mick,’ Blackstone said.

‘You’re right,’ the young soldier admitted. ‘But it was the way you were looking at me in that carriage that got me all upset, you see.’

‘And how was I looking at you?’

‘As if I was nothing! As if I was a piece of dog shit you’d stepped in! I’ve been getting that look all my life, and I’m heartily tired of it.’

‘I promise you, I wasn’t looking at you as if you were a piece of dog shit,’ Blackstone said.

‘No?’ Mick said, disbelievingly.

‘No,’ Blackstone repeated. ‘I was looking at you as if you were a bloody idiot.’

Mick chuckled. ‘Oh, that’s all right then,’ he said, ‘because, if truth be told, I’m not all that bright.’

‘Don’t underrate yourself. You’re sounding brighter all he time,’ Blackstone told him.

‘Thanks for that, sir,’ Mick said, sincerely. ‘I wouldn’t have thrown you off the train, even if I’d been able to. That was just me being stupid.’

‘I know,’ Blackstone said.

Mick hesitated before speaking again.

‘Are we all right with each other, now?’ he asked finally. ‘I mean, are we pals?’

‘We’re all right with each other, certainly,’ Blackstone said. ‘I’d like to leave it a day or so before I decide if we’re pals or not.’

‘Fair enough!’ Mick replied, with a cheeriness which, despite himself, Blackstone found endearing.

There was another series of booms in the distance.

‘Why are they fighting at night, sir?’ asked a new voice, which Blackstone recognized as belonging to Mick’s friend, Sid.

‘They’re not fighting in any real sense of the word,’ Blackstone said. ‘They’re just firing off shells.’

‘But what’s the point of that, if they can’t even see if they’re hitting their target?’

 Blackstone sighed. ‘Some shells will hit their targets – or, at least, when they’re filling in their reports, they’ll decide that whatever they hit was what they were aiming for all along. But the main point of the bombardment is not to hit anything – it’s to wear down the enemy’s nerves.’

‘Doesn’t seem very sporting,’ Sid said dubiously.

He’s been wrong to call these lads boys, Blackstone thought – they were more like babes-in-arms.

After they had marched for another three miles, they reached the artillery batteries which had been making all the noise.

Some of the men broke step in order to take a closer look at them, but then one of the sergeants shouted, ‘What are you gawping at, you useless bleeders? This ain’t August bank holiday on Hampstead Heath – keep moving.’

They were a hundred yards beyond the guns when a series of shells whizzed over their heads on their way to German-held territory, and though it was obvious that they were in no danger themselves, some of the soldiers still faltered, causing the men behind to crash into them.

Ahead of them – way ahead – they saw red flashes as the shells landed.

Sid laughed nervously. ‘Well, I certainly wouldn’t like to be one of them Huns tonight,’ he said.

‘The Germans have big guns too,’ Blackstone reminded him. ‘Probably more than we have.’

And almost as if they had been listening to him – waiting for his signal – the German guns answered back.

It was the whooshing noise – coming relentlessly through the air at them – that alerted the young soldiers, and they threw themselves down in a panicked confusion of knees and elbows.

Then the shell landed – not thirty yards in front of them – first thudding heavily into the earth, and then exploding.

The ground shook, and the supine men felt tiny ripples of movement running along the length of their bodies.

‘Oh, sweet Jesus!’ someone moaned.

‘Watch out for the shell casing!’ one of the sergeants called out, in a calm, authoritative voice.

There was a curious hissing sound in the air, a little like the noise a mermaid might have made when attempting to sing underwater, and then small pieces of shell casing, some no bigger than a coin, began to rain down on them.

‘Right, excitement over!’ the same sergeant said, after a few seconds had passed. ‘You can stand up now.’

The soldiers clambered awkwardly back to their feet.

‘Bloody hell, that was a close one,’ Mick said shakily. ‘If we’d been marching a bit faster, it would have had us.’

‘I’m going to die,’ said Sid, in a voice so calmly fatalistic that it chilled Blackstone’s blood.

‘No, you ain’t,’ Mick replied. ‘You’re looking at things arse-ways up, my old mate. That shell was a sign from heaven – it was a way of telling us that we’ve got a charmed life.’

It was a noble effort from someone who was obviously badly shaken up himself, Blackstone thought, but it seemed to have little effect on Sid.

‘I’ll never see my twentieth birthday,’ the young recruit said, his voice still eerily level. ‘I know I won’t.’

‘Course you will!’ Mick said, and now there was an edge of desperation in his words. ‘Bleedin’ hell, Sid, you seem to have forgotten that your birthday’s only four days away.’

‘If you manage to get back to Blighty yourself, tell Maisie I would have married her if I’d lived,’ Sid said.

‘Come on, old pal, don’t be like that,’ Mick pleaded.

‘Tell her that she was the best thing that could ever have happened to a nobody like me,’ Sid said, with sad certainty.


THREE

Blackstone followed the red-bereted MFP corporal along the reserve trench, which was half a mile behind the front line. The trench itself was roughly twelve feet deep, and perhaps ten feet wide, he calculated. It did not run in a straight line, but in a zigzag, with a blind corner every nine yards or so. Duckboards covered its earthen floor, sandbags supported its earthen walls.

And it stank – God, how it stank!

 Ever the professional observer, Blackstone found himself attempting to isolate each of the individual smells which worked together to make up the putrid, disgusting whole.

There was cordite, certainly, but that was hardly surprising, given that, even in the short time he had been in the trench, he had heard the sound of at least a dozen rifle shots, fired – almost certainly pointlessly – at the enemy lines.

There was the odour of the overflowing cesspits – mere holes in the ground, covered with planks – which the men used as their latrines.

There was a hint of cigarette smoke, the chemical sting of the lime chloride laid down to prevent the spread of disease, the mouldy smell of rotting sandbags and the rank odour of men’s unwashed bodies.

And occasionally, when a slight breeze blew over the trench, he thought he caught a whiff of the decaying corpses, hastily buried in shallow graves in No Man’s Land.

There were private soldiers in the trench. They were a miserable, bedraggled bunch, as different to the square-jawed confident heroes of the recruiting posters as it was possible to imagine. Some were squatted down, smoking, playing cards or talking in low, hoarse whispers. Others were huddled into the small dugouts, carved from the side of the trench, trying to catch a little sleep.

The soldiers did not look up as Blackstone approached them, but he felt their eyes following him once he had passed by.

They knew why he was there, he thought – they probably weren’t supposed to, but they knew right enough.

 The redcap came to a halt in front of a wooden door in the back wall of the trench, rapped on the door with his fist and said, ‘Visitor and escort, seeking permission to enter, sir!’ in a voice which would have carried all the way across a parade ground.

There was a muffled response from inside, and the redcap opened the door and gestured to Blackstone that he should step forward.

The room that they entered was a substantial one, and a far cry from the holes in the trench in which the enlisted men did their best to get some rest. Close to the door was a table covered with a clean white cloth, on which sat a bottle of whisky and a set of crystal glasses. Beyond the table, there were a number of armchairs and a wind-up gramophone, and at the back of the dugout there were three or four beds with comfortable mattresses.

There were five officers sitting at the table, two captains and three second lieutenants.

The redcap looked first at one captain and then at the other, as if unsure of which one to address.

That was the army for you, Blackstone thought, amused at his obvious perplexity. The captain at the head of the table was probably the company commander, which, under normal circumstances, made him unquestionably the most important man in the room. But the other captain, as was evident from his badge, was a military policeman – which meant he was the redcap’s boss – and that fact alone was enough to muddy the normally clear blue waters of military protocol.

‘You may go, Corporal,’ the company commander said.

The corporal looked relieved that the decision had been taken out of his hands. He saluted – wisely looking straight at his own captain as he did so – wheeled round, and smartly exited the dugout.

From the expression on the redcap captain’s face, it was clear to Blackstone that he was not entirely pleased with the way things had panned out, but equally clear that he felt he could say nothing about it in the presence of three junior officers and a mere civilian. The junior officers themselves were pretending to have a complete lack of interest in the new arrival, though when they thought Blackstone was not looking at them, they took the opportunity to study him closely.

‘So you’re Blackstone, are you?’ the company commander asked.

‘That’s right,’ the policeman agreed.

‘I’m Captain Carstairs,’ the captain told him. ‘You may stand at ease, Blackstone.’

‘To do that successfully, I’d first have to have been standing at attention,’ Blackstone pointed out. ‘And I wasn’t.’

Carstairs frowned, then turned towards the younger officers.

‘I expect that you gentlemen are anxious to return to your duties,’ he said.

The lieutenants nodded – recognizing an order when they heard one – and stood up.

‘Goodnight, sir,’ they said in unison.

‘Goodnight Maude, goodnight Soames, goodnight Hatfield,’ Carstairs drawled.

The three young officers crossed the dugout and walked past Blackstone. None of them looked directly at him – nor even so much as acknowledged his physical presence – but that couldn’t cover up the fact that they had been bursting with curiosity when he first walked in.

‘Maude, Soames and Hatfield,’ Blackstone repeated silently.

He would remember those names and those faces, just in case their presence in the dugout that night had been more than just a coincidence.

‘Do you have any questions you’d care to put to Blackstone, Captain Huxton?’ Carstairs asked the other remaining officer.

‘I most certainly do,’ Huxton replied. ‘You’re a sergeant, aren’t you, Blackstone?’

He had just about got the measure of the two men now, Blackstone decided.

Carstairs, despite his greying temples, was probably still only in his early thirties. He was the sort of man who would not find the burden of command an easy one to bear, but would do his best to fulfil the role honourably and conscientiously. As officers went, he was probably not a bad man, though, like most officers, his view of the world around him was probably as narrow as the one which could be viewed through a trench periscope.

Huxton was another matter altogether. He had a rounded face and a florid complexion, and his eyes told the story of a man who had gone through life with the firm belief that no problem was so large that it could not be solved by merely shouting loudly at it.

‘Are you stone deaf, man?’ Huxton demanded. ‘I asked you if you were a sergeant.’

‘I used to be,’ Blackstone replied. ‘I used to be a lot of things – but now I’m a police inspector.’

Captain Huxton lifted his whisky glass, and took a leisurely sip, leaving Blackstone standing there in front of the table, as if he were a guilty schoolboy who had been summoned to the headmaster’s study.

Huxton smacked his lips in appreciation, put his glass down, and said, ‘I hear you served in India and Afghanistan.’

‘I did,’ Blackstone agreed.

‘Well, that must have been a long time ago now,’ Huxton reflected. ‘Soldiering has changed a lot since your day.’

No, it hadn’t, Blackstone thought – not if these men were anything to go by. The weapons may have become more lethal, the tactics might now be very different, but the army was still the army he had known – and Carstairs and Huxton were the living proof of it.

‘We’ve had to lower our standards since this bloody war started, and the average age of my chaps now is considerably higher than it used to be,’ Huxton continued, ‘but even so, you’re much older than I’d normally consider acceptable.’ He paused. ‘And then there’s the fact that all my men are corporals, while you’re a sergeant.’

‘Is that a problem?’ Blackstone asked.

‘Yes, but not an insurmountable one,’ Huxton said complacently. ‘I’m sure that as soon you’ve learned how we go about our business in today’s army, you’ll fit in well enough. But one thing will have to change – and change damn quickly,’ he warned, his voice hardening and his finger wagging, ‘and that’s your attitude. You’re far too casual. I expect the proper deference from all my men – and I don’t care how old you are, I expect it from you.’

‘You seem to be labouring under a misapprehension,’ Blackstone told him. ‘I haven’t been enlisted, and I won’t be working for you.’

Huxton snorted in disbelief. ‘Of course you’ll be working for me. I’m the Assistant Provost Marshal. Who else would you be working for?’

‘I won’t be working for anyone,’ Blackstone said. ‘My investigation will be entirely independent of the army, though I may, when the need arises, ask for the assistance of a few of your men.’

‘You might ask whatever you choose,’ Huxton said, his florid face now almost lobster-red. ‘But if you seriously expect me to allow any of my men to take orders from you, then  . . . then you’re completely off your head.’ He turned to Carstairs for support. ‘That’s right, isn’t it, George? He must be completely off his head.’

‘I’m afraid it’s not as simple as that,’ Carstairs said.

‘What!’ Huxton exploded.

‘Believe me, I can quite see your point, and if I were in your position, I’m sure I would feel exactly as you do,’ Carstairs said. ‘But the War Office communiqué leaves us very little room for manoeuvre. In fact, it states quite explicitly that we are to extend to Inspector Blackstone any assistance that he sees fit to request.’

Carstairs was enjoying this, Blackstone suddenly realized – and there was probably good reason for that.

Even in his soldiering days in India, the regular army had never regarded the military police as proper soldiers, and had resented the way their powers cut across the command structure. And the police, for their part, had felt aggrieved that regular soldiers failed to acknowledge the vital role they felt they played in holding a rabble army together.

But there was more to it than that, Blackstone told himself. Carstairs disliked Huxton on a purely personal level – and in that way, at least, he and the company commander had something in common.

‘But  . . . but the man’s nothing but a retired sergeant!’ Huxton protested.

‘Oh no, he’s much more than that,’ Carstairs said, and once again, he was making little effort to disguise his pleasure at Huxton’s discomfort. ‘He’s an inspector from Scotland Yard – as he’s been at pains to point out himself – and the personal representative of General Fortesque, and while I can’t insist that you cooperate with him—’

‘Damn right, you can’t insist!’

‘—there are those who outrank both of us who will insist, and I would strongly advise you to cooperate willingly, rather than under compulsion.’

 He could have phrased it more tactfully – and in private – Blackstone thought. But tact was not part of Carstairs’ battle plan – though what that plan actually was had yet to emerge.

‘I  . . . I  . . . don’t suppose there’s any harm in answering a few of the man’s questions,’ Huxton blustered. ‘Do you have any questions, Blackstone?’

‘As a matter of fact, I have,’ Blackstone replied.

‘Well, let’s hear them, then.’

‘I assume you’ve taken statements from all the men who were in the trench that night, Captain Huxton.’

‘I might have done – if half of them hadn’t been bloody well dead,’ Huxton snarled.

‘In purely military terms, Lieutenant Fortesque’s death came at a rather inconvenient time,’ Captain Carstairs explained.

The aim of the planned offensive is to capture the small village – scarcely more than a hamlet, but of strategic importance – which lies beyond the German lines. The young staff officers, and – of course – the enlisted men, have not been informed of this, though, if they have any sense at all, they will know it is coming.

For days, new artillery batteries have been arriving, and night trains have rumbled into St Denis station, packed with shells.

New trenches – saps – are being dug, at right angles to the front line, and heading towards the German trenches. Not only that, but some of the sap heads are being joined up to make what, in effect, is a new front line.

Fresh consignments of ladders – which will make climbing out of the trenches a much quicker process – are delivered.

The artillery has begun a heavier-than-usual bombardment of the German trenches, and – more importantly – of the coils and coils of wicked barbed wire which separate the two armies.

And the Royal Engineers are digging new pits in front of the trenches, which everybody knows – though nobody says – can have no purpose other than to accommodate gas cylinders.

So the soldiers understand perfectly what is about to happen – and so do the French villagers and the Germans.

‘Lieutenant Fortesque was murdered less than twenty-four hours before the offensive was due to begin,’ Captain Carstairs said. ‘I realized immediately that the Assistant Provost Marshal needed to be called in to investigate the matter, but you were away on official business, weren’t you, Geoffrey?’

‘Yes,’ Captain Huxton said, begrudgingly.

‘I sent him a telegram immediately,’ Carstairs continued, ‘but it took some time to reach him, and even when it had, getting back here, in the middle of the preparations for an offensive, wasn’t easy.’

In other words, the killer had chosen just the right time to strike, Blackstone thought.

‘Captain Huxton arrived here late in the evening, a few hours before the men were due to go over the top,’ Carstairs continued. ‘He did not ask if he could question the men at that time, and I could not have permitted it even if he had.’

Huxton shot him a look of pure hatred. ‘Now look here, old chap, I’m the Assistant Provost Marshal, and if I’d wanted to question them, I damn well would have done, whether or not—’

‘You’re perfectly correct, Geoffrey, and I apologize,’ Carstairs said – though he did not sound the least apologetic. ‘If you’d wanted to interrogate the men, you would have been quite within your rights. But you realized, even without my having to point it out to you, that questioning them just before an offensive would have been bad for morale.’

‘Well, as long as that’s clear,’ Huxton muttered.

‘What I don’t understand is why the platoon wasn’t questioned earlier in the day,’ Blackstone said.

‘For God’s sake man, can’t you follow even a simple argument?’ Huxton demanded. ‘You’ve already been told I wasn’t here.’

‘Couldn’t some of your corporals have done it?’

‘I was not here,’ Huxton said, speaking the words very slowly, perhaps in the hope that Blackstone would finally understand, ‘and because I was not here, they did not have the authority.’

Ah yes, he’d forgotten momentarily that this was the army, Blackstone thought – they did not have the authority, and so they had done nothing.

‘The offensive did not go well,’ Carstairs said. ‘The gas-company commander told divisional headquarters that the gas couldn’t be discharged, because there was no wind, and divisional headquarters said he should discharge it anyway. So they did discharge it, and it just bloody hovered there, right in front of our bloody trench. Some of it even blew back in, so we were gassing ourselves.’

Huxton smirked. ‘If I were in your shoes, I think I’d choose my words a little more carefully, old boy,’ he said. ‘After all, you don’t want an inspector of police – who is also General Fortesque’s personal representative – thinking that your chaps simply don’t know their job.’

 But Carstairs, caught up in a wave of genuine anger, was not about to exercise caution.

‘At any rate, we did send the men over eventually, once some of the gas had cleared,’ he continued, ‘and it was a disaster. The shelling hadn’t cut the barbed wire properly, Fritz had had plenty of time to prepare for us – if he hadn’t picked up on any other clues, the gas was all the confirmation he needed – and once the men were in No Man’s Land, it was like a bloody pheasant shoot.’

‘Has your plodding policeman’s brain managed to grasp the point, Blackstone?’ Captain Huxton asked.

‘What point?’

‘That with over half Fortesque’s platoon killed that morning, there’s a very good chance that his murderer – and anyone else who might have assisted us in our investigation – is already dead.’

‘So you’re assuming that Fortesque was killed by one of his own platoon, are you?’ Blackstone asked.

‘Well, of course I am. Who else would have done it? You’re surely not suggesting it was a private from one of the other platoons, are you?’

‘It could have been,’ Blackstone said. ‘Or it could have been one of the officers.’

‘It most certainly could not have been one of the officers!’ Huxton exploded. He turned to Carstairs for support. ‘Will you remind this bounder of his place – or should I?’

‘At this stage of the investigation, I don’t think we can afford to rule any possibility out,’ Carstairs said calmly.

‘What!’ Huxton asked, outraged. ‘Are you saying that you’re willing to subscribe to the disgraceful notion that an officer could have  . . . could have  . . .’

‘I think it’s highly unlikely – but not entirely inconceivable,’ Carstairs said.

Huxton stood up. ‘I find it impossible to play any part in an investigation which could entertain the idea that a gentleman could be party to such an act – and I wash my hands of the whole affair,’ he bellowed. ‘And as for you, Carstairs,’ he continued, as he strode furiously to the door, ‘all I can say is that I consider you a traitor to your class.’

Once Huxton had slammed the door behind him, Carstairs sighed and said, ‘You may sit if you wish, Blackstone.’

‘That would have been a most welcome invitation fifteen minutes ago, but now I think I prefer to stand,’ Blackstone told him.

Carstairs nodded. ‘I don’t suppose there’d be any point in offering you a whisky, either.’

‘Not at the moment.’

‘I may have pointed out to Captain Huxton the necessity of cooperating with you,’ Carstairs said, ‘but I certainly wouldn’t want to have given you the impression that I approve of you being here and—’

‘You haven’t,’ Blackstone told him.

‘Kindly do not interrupt,’ Carstairs snapped. ‘I want it clearly understood that I am only giving you my support in this venture of yours because that is what I’ve been ordered to do.’

‘That is understood,’ Blackstone agreed.

‘And you might make both your task and mine a little easier if, as an ex-sergeant, you showed some respect when addressing an officer,’ Carstairs continued. ‘For example, I’d appreciate it if you called me “sir”.’

‘I’m sure you would,’ Blackstone agreed.

‘Well, then?’

‘And if the men heard me calling you “sir”, what would they think?’

‘They’d think it was only right and proper.’

Blackstone shook his head. ‘No, they wouldn’t. What they would think is that everything they told me would come straight back to you.’

‘And so it should. Not that I’m expecting you to report it to me directly, of course.’

‘No?’

‘No – the NCO who accompanies you will file the report.’

‘There won’t be any NCO accompanying me,’ Blackstone said.

‘I’m afraid you’re quite wrong about that,’ Carstairs said firmly.

‘None of you seem to have quite got the hang of what’s going on yet, have you?’ Blackstone asked. ‘I’m conducting a criminal investigation here. I’ll go where I want to go, and talk to who I want to talk to—’

‘That’s out of the question.’

‘—and if there are any restrictions placed on me, I’ll be on the next train out of here, and you can explain to the General Staff why I’ve gone.’

‘I don’t like being threatened,’ Carstairs growled.

‘And I’m not threatening you,’ Blackstone replied. ‘But if I’m to find the guilty man, be he a private soldier or an officer—’

‘The idea that an officer killed Lieutenant Fortesque is quite out of the question,’ Carstairs said.

Blackstone grinned. ‘That’s not what you said to Captain Huxton,’ he pointed out.

‘I have since revised my position,’ Carstairs told him.

Blackstone shook his head. ‘No, you haven’t. You were never prepared to consider it.’

‘Are you calling me a liar?’ Carstairs demanded.

‘No,’ Blackstone said. ‘I’m calling you a tactician.’

‘And what exactly do you mean by that?’

‘You didn’t want Huxton involved in this investigation, not because you think he’s a fool – which he undoubtedly is – but because you’d already decided I need to be tightly controlled, and he’s clearly not up to the job. That’s why you were baiting him from the moment I arrived. That’s why you pretended to agree with me about the possibility of the killer being an officer – because you wanted him to storm out, just as he eventually did.’

‘Whatever I may have said, and for whatever reason I may have said it, my position now is quite clear,’ Carstairs told Blackstone, in the growling voice of a wounded beast. ‘I consider it unthinkable that one of my officers would contemplate, even for a moment, anything as dastardly as committing a murder.’

‘That’s not quite what you mean,’ Blackstone said.

‘No?’

‘No. What you’re actually saying is that it’s unthinkable that any of the officers serving under you would contemplate killing one of their own kind.’

‘That’s the same thing, isn’t it?’ Carstairs asked, sounding genuinely mystified.

‘Not by a mile,’ Blackstone told him.

Then he reached down for the whisky bottle and poured himself a shot.

‘What the devil  . . .’ Carstairs exclaimed.

‘You did offer me a whisky earlier,’ Blackstone said, looking him squarely in the eye.

‘Don’t push me too far,’ Carstairs said.

‘I’ll try not to,’ Blackstone promised. He took a sip of his drink. It was malt – far beyond the pocket of a humble police inspector. ‘In my time, I’ve arrested a wide range of people, from the lowest guttersnipe in an East End flophouse to members of the aristocracy in their own stately piles. And the main lesson I’ve learned from making those arrests is that, given the right circumstances, anybody is capable of killing anybody.’

‘That’s preposterous!’ Carstairs said.

‘Is it?’ Blackstone asked. ‘When I reached for your whisky just now, wasn’t there a brief moment when you wanted to kill me?’

Carstairs looked distinctly uncomfortable. ‘I wouldn’t put it quite as strongly as that,’ he said.

‘The feeling might have only lasted a split second, but for that split second, you did want me dead,’ Blackstone told him. ‘There’s no point in denying it, because I could read it in your eyes.’

‘Balderdash,’ Carstairs said, unconvincingly.

‘You wouldn’t have reacted like that if I’d been one of your young lieutenants,’ Blackstone continued. ‘You’d have been annoyed, certainly. You’d have torn a strip off him, undoubtedly. You may even have put him on some kind of punishment parade. But you wouldn’t have felt the rage. And why did you feel it when I helped myself to a drink – because I’m a jumped-up ex-sergeant who refuses to even call you “sir”!’

‘It’s not as simple as that,’ Carstairs mumbled.

‘It’s exactly as simple as that,’ Blackstone contradicted him. ‘If the circumstances are right, anyone can kill anyone. And that’s why I’m here – to find out what those circumstances were.’

‘I want to make one thing absolutely clear,’ Carstairs said, in a tone which was both chilling and resolute. ‘I love this regiment, and if you do anything which affects either the morale of the men I command or the honour of the regiment, I will kill you – and damn the consequences!’

‘I’ll bear that in mind,’ Blackstone said.
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