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			Other Books by Frank Rockland

			 
			Forging the Weapon

			A Canadian Expeditionary Force Novel

			1914

			 
			Who knew? In the fall of 1914, Canadians had earned a reputation as hard-drinking and poorly disciplined troops. No one expected much from them. Certainly not the British! All they wanted was a sharp salute as the men did what they were told.

			Prime Minister Sir Robert Borden and his Minister of Militia and Defence, Colonel Sam Hughes, had different ideas. Borden had no choice! When England declared war, Canada was automatically at war too. Hughes, however, was eager to get his boys bloodied before the war was over. He would do anything in his power to get the Canadians into the fight.

			As the guns sounded in August, the first contingent gathered at Valcartier. Corps of Guide Captain James Llewellyn had trained for this moment, and he was not about to miss out. Gunner Paul Ryan had volunteered to escape his family and to impress a girl. Nursing Sister Samantha Lonsdale had answered the call because she needed a job, and going to war was an adventure.

			As the months rolled by, it was at Valcartier and Salisbury Plain that they helped forge the Canadian Expeditionary Force into one of the most formidable weapons of the First World War.

		 
			Hammering the Blade

			A Canadian Expeditionary Force Novel

			1915


			The Canadians are being hammered on two fronts.

			On the home front, Sir Robert Borden’s government is being rocked by scandals. First it was the soldiers’ bad boots, then charges of graft and corruption in the militia department’s contracts, followed by the shell crisis. With an election in the air and the opposition pounding his minister of Militia and Defence, Major-General Sam Hughes, Borden is fighting desperately to save his government.

			On the western front, after six months of constant harsh training, the CEF finally enter the trenches in France. Infantry Captain Llewellyn struggles to keep his men alive as snipers take their toll, and the Ross rifle fails its first combat test. Nothing prepares him for the chlorine gas attack at Ypres. A frustrated Gunner Paul Ryan watches helplessly as his comrades-in-arms suffer. He can’t help, since artillery shells are in short supply. As the battles rage, nursing sister Samantha Lonsdale is nearly overwhelmed as she cares for the sick, the wounded, and the dying.

			As the hammer blows fall, the blade is being tempered into cold steel.


			Sharpening the Blade

			A Canadian Expeditionary Force Novel

			1916


			In 1916 the Canadians’ rough edges were being honed off.


			First, in February, there is the tragic loss of the Parliament Buildings’ Centre Block by a suspicious fire. Then, in May, Lieutenant-General Alderson’s leaked memo damning the Ross Rifle ignites a political firestorm. After the Canadian Corps’ disaster at St. Eloi craters, it doesn’t take long for Major-General Sam Hughes to replace Alderson with Lieutenant-General Julian Byng. Within days, the Corps is struck by a devastating blow at Mount Sorrel. In October, Sir Robert Borden tires of crossing swords with his mercurial minister of Militia and Defence and issues a do what you are told ultimatum! A defiant Hughes quits.


			At the sharp end, Major Llewellyn and his men continue to learn the use of the hand grenade, the rifle, and the bayonet as they are grounded in the terrible carnage at St. Eloi, Mount Sorrel, and the maw of the Somme. Gunner Paul Ryan will have to live with the tragic mistake as his shells decimate his own countrymen. Matron Samantha Lonsdale continues to use all her skills to put back the pieces of men torn apart by devastating new weapons. In the fall, Lonsdale is sent to Russia, where she is soon plunged into the Russian Revolution. 


			By the year’s end, they have been sharpened to a razor’s edge.



			Fire on the Hill 

			
			What really happened on the night of February 3, 1916, when a fire destroyed the Centre Block of the Canadian Parliament buildings?


			Inspector Andrew MacNutt of the Dominion Police’s Secret Service, his wife Katherine, and Count Jaggi know, since they were there in the reading room when the fire started.


			Ever since the war began, MacNutt has been struggling to secure Canada’s borders against acts of sabotage organized by German military attachés based in New York City. The good news is that the Americans have finally ordered them back to Germany. The bad news is that Berlin has sent one of their best operatives, Count Jaggi, to replace them.


			Using his cover as a Belgian Relief representative, Count Jaggi visits Ottawa, where he meets and is attracted to Katherine, who is helping him organize a local fundraiser.


			Unaware that Inspector MacNutt has intercepted his secret messages and is hot on his trail, Count Jaggi takes a final trip to Ottawa to see Katherine, with tragic consequences.






			Author’s Note

		 
			Tempering the Blade is a work of fiction. All incidents, dialogue, and characters, with the exception of historical and public figures, are products of the author’s imagination and are not to be construed as real.


			Where real-life historical or public figures appear, the situations, incidents, and dialogue concerning the person are fictional.


			In all aspects, any resemblance to the living or the dead is entirely coincidental.
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	CHAPTER 1


	JANUARY 2, 1917
PRIME MINISTER’S OFFICE, EAST BLOCK, PARLIAMENT HILL, OTTAWA


	“No!” replied Sir Robert Borden.


          “What do you mean no?” demanded Sir Charles Ross, who was sitting across from him in his office.


          The last two days had been busy but pleasant for Sir Robert, until today. On the 1st, he had been in his office dealing with correspondence, mainly replying to New Year’s greetings from foreign dignitaries. After, he had addressed a large group of children at the Dominion Methodist church on duty and service. Then he went to the governor general’s lévee. He had finished his day with a supper, sponsored by the Grand Trunk Railway, at the Château Laurier honouring a hundred wounded soldiers who had returned home. This morning he had even found time to visit his doctors. 


          Sir Charles had been grumbling for the last half hour about how his competitors were trying to smear him and his rifle to put him out of business. Sir Robert had agreed to the noon-hour meeting out of courtesy. Sir Ross, the 9th Baronet, besides being the inventor of the Ross rifle, was also one of the richest men in England. In Scotland, three thousand tenants lived on nearly 360,000 acres of land that he owned. 


          He then made an outrageous demand for an additional order for 200,000 rifles on top of the 100,000 his government had contracted with him last March. 


          “I’m afraid sir, the Canadian government will not be ordering additional Ross rifles,” Sir Robert replied firmly. He was already thinking of cancelling last year’s order, since Sir Ross had not even met that contract’s terms. There had been substantial delays in deliveries.


          Borden was well aware of Sir Ross’s reputation. While he could be quite charming, he was rather ruthless when it came to money. After all, he had sued his own mother for misspending his inheritance. Borden wasn’t intimidated by the man himself. Sir Ross was a large man. He weighed nearly 220 pounds and was only a couple of inches shy of six feet. 


          “What am I going to do with the factory?” he demanded as he brushed his thick moustache with a knuckle.


          Sir Robert understood Sir Ross’s position. He was trying to save his Cove Fields plant at the Plains of Abraham; he had expanded his factory to meet the flood of contracts from the Department of Militia and Defence, the War Office, and the Russians. Borden had heard he was going to Washington shortly to try to entice the Americans into buying his rifles. With the Canadian Overseas Force replacing the Ross with the Lee-Enfield, the War Office cancelling their orders, and the Russians’ lack of interest, his plant was now idle. Most of the workers had been laid off, and the few that remained were filling orders for Sir Charles Ross’s civilian rifles. The .280 version was well regarded by hunters and sportsmen. 


          But he wasn’t about to spend nearly six million dollars to keep the plant going, although it might help the Conservatives’ prospects when he called the next election. He already had gone through a political crisis last April when Lieutenant-General Anderson’s report on the Ross’s deficiencies was released to the public. The Liberals would rake him over the coals when they found out he had wasted six million dollars of taxpayer money on a weapon that no one wanted. The money could be used for much better purposes such as caring for the returning wounded.


          “Sir Charles,” Borden replied, “I’ll be meeting with several of my ministers this afternoon. We’ll be discussing several options concerning your plant.”


          “What options?” he demanded. Robert could see the gleam of interest in Sir Ross’s eyes.


          “That I cannot say at the moment,” Borden replied. He didn’t want to give him anything that he could use to his advantage.


          “So that is your final word concerning any future contracts?”


          “I’m afraid so,” replied Borden in a firm tone.


          “Very well,” replied Sir Charles with a displeased look. “It will have to do for now. I’m looking forward to what you and you ministers may have in mind.”


          Sir Robert sighed with some relief when Sir Charles finally left his office. He made a note to discuss the matter with Kemp, the minister of militia and defence. He was proving to be a good choice after Borden had fired Sir Sam Hughes last October. He’d have to include Meighen as well. He wasn’t looking forward to the ongoing drama. He wanted this Ross rifle fiasco done with.







	CHAPTER 2


     JANUARY 3, 1917
CROSSROADS, CAMBLAIN-CHÂTELAIN


     	“So, what do you think?” asked Captain Laraway, who stood beside him as the Fusiliers marched past. A couple of raindrops fell off Lieutenant-Colonel Llewellyn’s steel helmet. He didn’t mind the light rain. It meant he and his men wouldn’t be eating dust on the force march Brigadier-General Loomis had ordered for today since his Fusiliers had been designated as the rear guard. However, mud was another matter.


          “I thought they would be in better shape,” replied Llewellyn. He could see his men were slowing down as they started to get tired. The wet overcoats and the muddy boots added extra weight to the standard loads they had to carry. The steel helmets, while they kept the rain off his men’s heads, added to their fatigue. He had orders from HQ that the Brodies were to be worn at all times especially when the men were on parade or in the field. He frowned when he noticed Sergeant Ellis was starting to hobble. It was obvious that he had pulled a muscle, but he was a stubborn man. He loathed riding in the horse drawn ambulances reserved for the stragglers in the rear.


          For much of December, the 2nd Brigade had been in the reserve. The first few weeks were with the 1st Division. Since mid-December, they had been assigned as the Corps’ reserve. Most of their time had been spent on individual and unit training. All the men had brushed up on their bayonet skills and everyone had gone through the bomber training using live grenades. Luckily, without any incidents. Captain Laraway had been sent to the Fusiliers to help improve the skills of his signal and intelligence sections. They were going to need it in the coming months. Llewellyn had noticed a marked improvement in their performance ever since. He was planning to ask Brigadier-General Loomis if he could keep him. The rest of the instructors who had come with Laraway hadn’t impressed him as much, so he was sending them back to the Corps’ school.


          “We should be near Camblain-Châtelain,” said the captain. Llewellyn couldn’t help noticing the thirty-year old officer was breathing hard. “We’ve about two miles left.”


          Llewellyn glanced at his wristwatch. It read four-thirty. They should be done in just about an hour’s time. They had been on the road since ten this morning. When the brigade started on their forced march from Ourton to Divion, he had some concerns about the state of the roads. As the crow flies the distance was only two miles, but the general had chosen a circular route from Ourton to Pernes to Camblain-Châtelain then to Divion, a total of eight miles. He had expected to complete the march in about three and a half hours. Since they were the rear guard, they had crossed the start line at ten thirty. Brigadier-General Loomis’s headquarters staff had been the first unit out. The remaining battalions had marched after them in ten-minute intervals. They also had taken ten-minute breaks at the top of the hour and the one-hour break at noon to rest the men. 


          The roads had been in better shape than he expected. It had rained heavily a couple of days prior to New Year’s. It had caused flooding forcing him to move A company to new billets. The gravel roads seemed to drain well as the ditches were full. In the low sections of the road, they had to wade through ankle deep cold water. 


          When he heard splashing, he turned his head to see that Private Watters was hurrying towards him. When he had slid to a stop, he gave Llewellyn a sharp salute, then said, “Colonel, Major Gavin requests your presence at the front of the column.”


          “Is there a problem?” Llewellyn asked.


          “Not a problem sir,” he replied quickly as he tried to catch his breath. “He wanted to let you know that General Byng’s staff car is parked at the crossroads up ahead.”


          He heard Captain Laraway suck his breath in. The colonel noticed some of the men had overheard and were passing the word along. He could see his men straightening and picking up the pace.


          “Let the brigade-major know that I will be along shortly,” replied Llewellyn.


          He hadn’t been told that Lieutenant-General Byng, the commander of the Canadian Corps was visiting them today. To be honest, it wouldn’t have made much of a difference if he had. He sighed. He knew he would be facing some constructive criticism.


     JANUARY 5, 1917
THE OVERSEAS MILITARY FORCES OF CANADA HEADQUARTERS
ARGYLL HOUSE, LONDON


     Sir George Perley’s limousine couldn’t park in front of the main entrance of the four-storey Classical Greek sandstone building that dominated Little Argyll Street. Several khaki-painted White trucks with Canadian markings, red Cs in each corner of a triangle, were already there unloading desks and filing cabinets. His limo parked further down, and the bearded sixty-year-old Sir George stepped out and walked to the two soldiers that stood guard in front of the entrance. The polished brass letters 246 Regent were gleaming in the morning sun on both sandstone panels framing the double golden oak doors. Argyll House was carved in the stone rectangle above the doors and below the stone Grecian A-framed window. When Perley approached the guards they saluted, then stopped two men carrying a desk to allow Sir Perley to enter before them.


          Once inside he could see to his left, in the large high ceiling chamber, clerks and support staff answering phones and pecking at typewriters. He knew that the rest of the building was being filled rapidly with staff as they consolidated the Canadian military offices that were scattered across London. Argyll House was the new headquarters of the Canadian Overseas Force. He was happy they were able to lease the building since it was centrally located in Soho and was conveniently ten minutes away from the War Office, the Colonial Office, and Westminster.


          The building didn’t have a lift, so he took the stairs to his office on the top floor with the brass plate that read, “Minister of the Overseas Force in Canada and Britain.” His secretary greeted him when he entered his office in an anxious tone, “Minister, they are waiting for you in the meeting room.” 


          “I’m afraid I was delayed at the Colonial Office,” Perley said as he handed Prichard his hat and coat. His secretary who always fussed over him, was in his mid-forties, with a receding hairline. He was born in Nova Scotia, but he had moved to England about twenty years earlier. Perley was glad that he was efficient since he did feel harried and overworked. It wasn’t surprising since he had two jobs, he was the new minister for the Overseas Military Forces of Canada as well as the Canadian High Commissioner. 


          Perley gave Prichard a brief nod as he tugged on his dark suit jacket then headed to the meeting room. In a sea of khaki, he was conspicuous in the hallway since he was the only one in civilian dress. The officers assembled at a gleaming oak table rose to their feet when he entered the conference room. He couldn’t help noticing the ribbon bars on their left breasts as he took his seat reserved for him at the head of the table.


          “Please be seated gentlemen,” he ordered.


          At the opposite end of the table Major-General Turner took his chair. He adjusted his wire-framed eyeglasses then said, “Let’s begin. We have much to cover this morning.”


          Perley glanced at the stack of papers that had been placed before him with a tired sigh. It had been a month since he had appointed Major-General Turner as the GOC of the Canadian Forces in Britain. One of the first things he and Turner had agreed on was to get rid of most of Lieutenant-General Sam Hughes’s, the former Militia and Defence minister, cronies. Especially the generals MacDougall, Steele, and Carson who were responsible for most of the current mess they were in.


          He had been a touch concerned when Turner had appointed as his Chief of Staff, his adjutant-general, and his quartermaster-general officers he was familiar with. So far, they had proven to be quite efficient and competent.


          When Borden asked him to head the new ministry created to administrate the Canadian Forces overseas; Perley knew he needed to find a seasoned and experienced officer as his second in command. Preferably, one who had the respect of the men. He had asked Lieutenant-General Byng for his recommendations. Currie had been Byng’s first choice, with Turner as his second. He had gone to France to interview both, being careful not to indicate what he was interviewing them for. Currie had impressed him the most and he had offered him the job. When Currie turned him down, informing him that he would not put up with political interference in how the CEF would be run, he had been rather put off. He then turned to Turner with an offer. Perley was well aware of the friction between Turner and the former Corps commander, Lieutenant-General Alderson. After the St. Eloi defeat, if Sir Max Aitken hadn’t used his influence to keep the major-general as the GOC of the 2nd Division, Turner would have been fired. Last October’s Courcellete battle had rehabilitated their reputations. He had been well liked and respected by the men of the 2nd Division. Perley had expected that Turner would jump at the chance to be the GOC of the Canadian forces in England when he made his offer, but Turner said he needed a couple of days to consider it. When he finally replied, he had informed him that he would take it on one condition, that he be considered for command of the Canadian Corps when the position became available. After consulting with Borden, he had agreed.


          When Turner had glanced at Major Harold McDonald, his chief of staff, Perley turned his attention to the tall thirty-two-year-old blue-eyed officer with a dark complexion and hair. His left sleeve was pinned up to his shoulder. He had lost the arm the first week the Corps had been deployed at the Somme. McDonald had been cleared by medical for light duty, but he would never lead a unit at the front again. As Turner’s GS01, he had been tasked to look into the Forces training and intelligence policies. “The training syllabus were even worse than I thought,” he said. “We have forty-six training camps in England with no standardization. A fair number of the instructors have never even been to the front. And, they’ve been training the recruits using outdated manuals. Some, for God’s sake, go back as far 1907!


          “One instructor I spoke to was surprised to hear the Corps was now using Lewis machine guns. He was even more surprised to learn that four of them were being issued to each battalion.”


          “You’re joking!” sputtered Colonel Percival Thatcher. Thatcher had been Turner’s chief administrative officer for the 2nd Division. He was forty-one years old, a graduate of RMC, and was a permanent force member. He was one of the few Canadian officers who had attended the Chamberley Staff College before the war.


          “He didn’t seem to be embarrassed by that fact either,” replied McDonald.


          “Good God,” muttered Thatcher as he shook his head, his black hair was fringed with grey. 


          “I relieved him on the spot,” McDonald stated. “We’re going to have to bring experienced men from France to instruct our reinforcements with the latest methods and tactics.”


          “They aren’t going to like that,” stated Major Montague.


          Turner nodded in agreement. No one liked losing experienced men. “They’ll stop complaining once we start turning out quality reinforcements.”


          “And, half the recruits’ training time was spent on fatigue duty which I have ordered to be stopped. It didn’t make any sense. Also, I’ve been looking at cutting the depots in half and sacking any COs who refuse to comply with the new syllabuses.”


          “Agreed,” Turner stated. “One thing General Byng wants us to emphasize is the men’s saluting, appearance, and the care of their service arms. He told me he has found our men to be natural at bayonet fighting and bombing, so we can cut back on some of the hours we spend there. More time is needed on discipline and smartness in the drill.”


          “I’ll make a note of it,” said McDonald. “I’m afraid there’s going to be some discontent from the COs and the senior officers as we cut back on their positions. It will add to our surplus officer problems.”


          Perley knew the new policy would mean there would be more complaints being forwarded to Ottawa. He glanced at Major Montague who had been tasked with the problem. The major had been a prominent lawyer in Winnipeg and had been on Turner’s staff during the St. Eloi disaster. He coughed to clear his throat, then said, “I’ve been looking at the criteria for creating a gradation list for the senior officers and NCOs.”


          It was explained to Perley that before the war the Militia and Defence Department regularly published a directory, modelled after the British Army list, of all the army's senior officers and NCOs. The list provided a summary of each officer’s career and any special postings he had been assigned to; from the date he became an officer to his current rank. 


          He had been getting an earful from aggrieved officers on how promotions were being granted. Perley knew most of the problems had been caused by Sam Hughes’s habit of promoting officers according to his whims. He was also well aware how competitive the army officers were and how jealously they guarded their prerogatives. Turner had assured him that the gradation list would go a long way to reducing some of the friction among the men. It would also help make the promotion’s list a bit more transparent. 


          “I’ve been looking at the start date for the gradation. Normally, we would use when the officer joined the service. However, with the overseas force we would need to get all the personnel records from Ottawa. It’ll take quite a bit of time and resources to get them and compile an accurate list,” Montague said.


          “You have a suggestion?” asked Turner.


          “I’ve been leaning towards using as the start date when they embarked to England. We have all the records here and we can compile the list quickly and efficiently. Some of the officers would complain that it isn’t fair. Either way we’ll get complaints. But if we’re consistent and open about it, it will reduce some of the friction.”


          Turner paused to consider the idea then replied, “Hmm. Let me consider it for a few days then I’ll let you know what I decide.”


          “Yes, sir.”


          Perley saw Turner turn to Brigadier-General McRae and cocked an eyebrow. The general was forty-three years old, balding, with what was left of his hair brush-cut. Alexander Duncan McRae was one of the bright spots in the previous administration. Sam had appointed him as an honorary lieutenant-colonel because of his business experience and had sent him to England in 1914 to purchase horses for the 1st Contingent. He had then stayed to clean up the mess at the Remount Commission. Now, he was their director of Supplies and Services. “I’ve discovered a few things that should save us some money. The first, we’ve been paying rent to the War Office when we had an agreement with them that they wouldn’t charge us for the use of some of their facilities.”


          “Oh,” said Perley in surprise. It was news to Perley. “How much?”


          “I don’t have the final figures as yet, but it’ll be in the thousands of pounds. Also, I’ve been looking at our messing arrangements. It appears that each unit has made their own. When I was in France I did the same, simply because our men moved billets frequently. Here in England our units are stationary, for the most part, so what I want to do is centralize our purchasing. We’ll be able to demand discounts and with the current shortages it will help reduce wastage.”


          “That sounds good,” Turner replied pleased. “Go ahead with it.”


          “Also, I’ve looked at our program to reclaim surplus equipment. It seems several tons of clothing were initially declared beyond repair and were slated to be used for rags. When they were examined most of the uniforms were quite serviceable. All they needed was minor repairs and steam cleaning. And…” McRae said with a grin. “We found several hundred pounds of bills and loose change in the pockets.”


          Everyone at the table chuckled. Perley said in an amused tone, “That will help with the deficit.”


          “I’m sure it’ll make a dent,” replied McRae. “The other thing I have to look at is what to do with our surplus horses. We’re reducing our reliance on them as we become more mechanized.”


          Turner frowned at McRae. “Unfortunately, I think you’re right. But we still need a healthy supply for reinforcements.”


          “I know,” replied McRae with a nod. “We need to do further analysis to determine how many we actually need.”


          “Okay. Keep me informed,” replied Turner. “I guess that covers everything we needed to address today.” He then looked at Perley. “Do you have anything to add, Minister?”


          “I do,” he replied. “I just came from the Colonial office, where I’ve been informed that Prime Minister Lloyd George has called for an Imperial War Conference in March. So, I will be calling on you and your senior officers for reports and analysis on our current efforts and what we can provide in the future to help prosecute the war effort,” Perley stated.


          “We’re at your service, Minister,” Turner replied. “We have plenty of work to do, gentlemen. Let’s get at it.”







	CHAPTER 3


	   JANUARY 6, 1917
DMITRI PALACE, PETROGRAD


    	“When Samantha stepped into the main lobby, she couldn’t help noticing that the guards that had been stationed in front of Count Dmitri’s apartment were gone. She didn’t have very much time to consider the implications when she saw Christine Steward, one of the Anglo-Russian nursing sisters, coming down the staircase. Samantha could see she was bursting with news.


          “Hi Sam, you’re late,” Christine said as she greeted her.


          “Yes, I was looking into the menu for tonight. It’s Christmas Eve,” Samantha replied. The Russians still followed the Julian calendar. It meant Christmas fell on the 7th of January, not on the 25th of December. “I was hoping to get something special for the men besides borscht.” 


          They were lucky to have even that. The food supply was tight and was getting tighter. It was one of the unfortunate consequences of the Russians’ peasant army. With so many being drafted, there was no one left to plow, seed, and harvest the fields. Food production had dropped considerably. Then, coupled with the poor distribution system, it had resulted in shortages and exorbitant prices.


          “Were you able to find anything?” Christine asked.


          “Just cabbage and salted fish. I was afraid to ask what kind,” Samantha replied with a shrug. At least the salted fish didn’t spoil easily. “The cooks can make a nice soup.”


          Christine then leaned forward and whispered, “You noticed the guards are gone?”


          “I did,” Samantha whispered back. She glanced around the wide expanse of the open staircase. She felt rather conspicuous whispering in the open as she started climbing the staircase to the wards above. “What happened?” she asked, speaking just above a whisper.


          Christine whispered something that Samantha appeared to not have heard. “Can you talk a bit louder?” Samantha asked, hoping Christine would get the hint. 


          She replied in a slightly louder voice, “At nine thirty this morning, Count Dmitri was escorted out of the building.”


          “They took him to prison?” Samantha asked.


          Christine shook her head. “They took him to the train station. He’s being banished.”


          “Banished?”


          “That was what I was told,” she replied. “You know some of the guards are sweet on me.” Samantha almost sighed. Christine had questionable taste in men. “I was really surprised when the guard told me what really happened that night.”


          “What did you hear?” Samantha stated. There were so many rumours of what happened.


          “The count and another aristocrat had picked up Rasp…” Christine paused when Samantha gave her a sharp glance. No one spoke the mad monk’s name. One never knew who could be listening. 


          The euphoria that swept the city when the news broke that Rasputin had been killed ended when they learned of the czarina’s reaction. She had shocked the aristocracy by arresting Count Dmitri. No member of the Imperial family had been arrested in two centuries. Maybe the rumours that Rasputin had been her lover were true. Since then, there had been a number of arrests and disappearances. It also put the Anglo-Russian Hospital under a cloud, since it shared the same roof as the count. “What the guard told me was the Count had picked up the person at his home and then drove him to a palace he owns on the Moika Canal. Around three o’clock in the morning, several bobbies heard shots and screaming coming from the palace gardens. When they investigated, they found blood in the snow but no body.”


          “How did they find the body in the river?”


          “Someone noticed a hole in the ice and blood, so they called the police. They put divers in the water and found the body. They think they had wrapped the body in a fur coat then drove him to an island in the Neva. There, someone cut the hole and dropped him in it.”


          Samantha nodded. She had heard he was shot in the head.


          “So, what do you think we need to do?” Christine asked.


          “Do?” Samantha asked. “What can we do?”


          “Well…” Christine paused, at a loss. She couldn’t think of anything.


          “What we need to do is our jobs,” Samantha stated firmly. “I’m afraid we still have patients to take care of. This unfortunate incident has put us under a cloud. Especially since the czarina is one of our patrons, and if things become difficult, she may withdraw her support.”


          Christine stopped and stared at her. “You don’t think she would do that?”


          “I really don’t know. I’m hoping that it will simply blow over,” replied Samantha when they reached the top of the stairs. “We’ll have to talk with Meriel and her father, the British ambassador, for advice. In the meantime, we still have a lot of work to do today. Let’s not dawdle. We want the men to at least have an enjoyable festive day.”


          “I guess you’re right,” Christine said with her back straightening a touch. “I just don’t know if I can be that cheerful.”


          “You’ll just have to try. Try very hard,” replied Samantha. She knew how she felt, but it was important to give their patients a touch of cheer, even if it was only for a moment.


     JANUARY 8, 1917
VOIE SACRÉE, SOUILLY


     	Lieutenant-Colonel Llewellyn watched as a stalled truck was pushed off into the snow-covered field. Men in blue French uniforms were removing wounded from the back of the green canvas-covered vehicle. The stretchers were being distributed to the rest of the convoy that had to stop until the road was cleared. The horn blasts behind the four idling staff cars sounded their impatience. He knew the French had orders that the traffic on the critical supply route, the Voie Sacrée, between Bar-le-Duc and Verdun should never stop. The heavy traffic going the other way didn’t even slow down a notch to take a gander. They had timetables to keep and the French 2nd Army to feed and supply. Llewellyn didn’t need to imagine what the traffic was like a month ago when the French had launched a fresh assault to take back its lost territory.


          Through the slight frosting on the car’s window, he could see his French driver shivering as he hunched his chin into his overcoat. The Panhard & Levassor limo was built more for passenger comfort than the driver’s. The weather was unusually cold for France. There was even snow on the ground. By Canadian standards, it was a light dusting, barely an inconvenience. However, in the trenches it made life more miserable than usual.


          “How are we for time?” asked Major-General Currie, who was sitting beside him. 


          Before Llewellyn could reply, Major R.T. Hammick in the front seat answered, “We have plenty of time to catch our train back to Paris. We’ll get to the train station in about an hour and half.” The major was a Royal Field Artillery officer who was seconded to the Canadian Corps. He was currently the brigade-major to Brigadier-General Thacker, the GOC of the 1st Canadian Divisional Artillery.


          “Okay,” replied Currie as he glanced out of his window at the stalled truck with its stylized Berliet nameplate on its grill. It had distracted him from the reports he had been reading. Llewellyn knew Currie quite well, since he had once been one of his staff officers. Llewellyn also knew Currie would never project a warrior image with his clean-shaven jowls and pear-shaped body.


          “So, what were your impressions?” he asked Currie. He noticed Hammick give Currie and Llewellyn a quick glance. Some of the British officers could never get comfortable with the easy familiarity among the Canadian officers.


          “It’s been an interesting three days,” Currie answered. Llewellyn raised an eyebrow. Currie had been in his element during their visit to the French 2nd Army. They had been part of a delegation of six officers who had come to study their recent operations at Verdun. The three of them had visited the Fort de Souville while the other three officers, from the British Army, had visited Fort de Vaux.


          Llewellyn had to admit he had been impressed by Fort de Souville, even though he found being underground uncomfortable. He could still vividly recall when a German artillery shell had buried him alive last September during the fighting at Albert. The fort was part of a defensive system built after the Franco-Prussian war to defend their border. The upper structure had been pretty much reduced to rubble, but the underground system of offices, barracks, ammo dumps, and tunnels had been dug deep enough to be bombproof. The fort had been built several miles northeast of Verdun on a hill that gave the French an excellent position to observe the Germans. 


          When the Germans had launched their offensive last February, they knew Verdun had a special significance to the French. Its capture would have demoralized the French Army, and it very nearly succeeded.


          “I’m surprised at the extent they use photo reconnaissance and how far down they distribute them,” Currie stated as he placed his leather portfolio on his ample stomach. “That is on my list to look at when we get back to headquarters. I’m wondering if we can increase our own production of them. It would help enormously when planning our operations.”


          Llewellyn nodded. “I must admit I’m impressed by their planning. They even distribute maps down to the platoon level. We’ll have to take a look at whether we should do the same. Currently, we have strict instructions not to bring battle maps into the trenches.”


          “You have a point,” replied Currie. “That’s one of the things I want to change as well. We tend to try to capture trenches. What the French have been doing is selecting an objective then letting the commanders plan how to go about capturing it. They study the terrain in detail, identifying the gun emplacements, machine-gun posts, and anything else that might slow the advance.”


          “General Guillaumat did say that Paris hadn’t given them any additional troops for their assault,” Llewellyn stated. General Guillaumat, who was Général de Division, the equivalent of a British lieutenant-general, had replaced Général Nivelle, who had led the 2nd Army for much of 1916. In mid-December, Nivelle had replaced Marshal Joffre to become the French commander-in-chief. They had just left the général after they had lunched with him at his headquarters in Souilly’s town hall, twelve miles south of Verdun.


          “I like the fact that they train their men to get across No Man’s Land en masse and fast. I think we’re getting too set in our ways by attacking in waves. They said they found the German artillery would start up when they’re assembling for the attack. They were catching the third and fourth wave out in the open, decimating them. By the time they all got to the German trenches, they were so depleted they couldn’t exploit any successes they may have achieved.”


          “I’ve noted that as well,” replied Llewellyn. “They also said they used their first-class troops in the assault. They kept them well trained and fresh. Most of their fatigue work is done by their second-class units.”


          Currie snorted. “I know. I remember what happened at St. Eloi.” The 2nd Canadian Division got mauled partly because they were so exhausted before they even got to the battlefield.


          Llewellyn shook his head at the memory.


          “One other thing they also do is give their junior officers plenty of latitude to do their jobs. Their platoons are self-sufficient and can take care of themselves. They’ve been giving them specific targets to capture, and they’ve been letting the platoon leader figure out how to do it. With all these specialists we now have, we have kind of forgotten how we used to train our NCOs and junior officers before the war,” Currie stated.


          Llewellyn paused to consider Currie’s comment. “I think we may have to. One of the French officers told me about their fire and manoeuvre tactics that I liked. They used their artillery and machine guns to keep the Germans’ heads down as their platoons manoeuvre around them to take them from the rear. We’re doing some of that, but not enough. What frequently happens is that we call on the artillery to pound a position first, which then slows us down, and we lose momentum.


          “No offence, Major,” Llewellyn said when he saw the major’s frown.


          “None taken, Colonel,” replied Hammick. “I did find it interesting that they didn’t register their guns like we do. They prefer to observe each shell as it lands then make adjustments.”


          Currie nodded in agreement. As a former artillery officer, Currie appreciated the nuances between the French and Canadian artillery. “They give control of all their guns in the target zone to the local commander. It’s his job to prepare the ground for the infantry. The use of gas shells to bombard the German artillery is a nice touch. We’ll have to use that. They said, it helps reduce the Germans’ artillery efficiency by at least sixty percent.”


          “Our own gunners can attest to that,” answered Hammick.


          “What they also do is once they’ve put a gun out of action, they keep shelling it. Lightly, mind you. It keeps the Germans from making repairs.”


          “We’ll have to add that to our own plans,” replied Hammick.


          Llewellyn suddenly chuckled. Both men turned to him in surprise. “Sorry, a thought came into my head. There’s one thing the French do that most of our men would love, but we’ll never do it.”


          “Which is?” asked Currie.


          “The second water bottle they provide their men,” Llewellyn said with a grin. The French soldier’s second water bottle usually contained wine.


          “Ah, yes,” Currie said with a chuckle just as the car was put into gear. “I’ll mention it in my report. I’m sure that will go over well in Ottawa.”


     JANUARY 15, 1917
26TH TRAVELLING ORDNANCE WORKSHOP UNIT, RUITZ


     “You lost our 18-pounder!” demanded Lieutenant Paul Ryan.


          “Oh God, no!” replied Captain Leslie, the harried CO of the workshop. He was in his mid-thirties, clean-shaven with hazel eyes. “We definitely have it somewhere. I just can’t seem to find the paperwork. You wouldn’t happened to have a copy, hmm…”


          “Nooo…” Ryan drawled. He glanced at Sergeant Ramus, who had accompanied him to the 26th Travelling Ordnance Workshop with six heavy draught horses. They had come to retrieve the 18-pounder that they had dropped off a week earlier for repairs. The workshop was near the railroad tracks on the outskirts of Ruitz. It had been easy to spot, since there were about a dozen guns, a mixture of 18-pounders, 60-pounders, and 4.5- and 6-inch howitzers parked out front waiting for service. Across the cobblestone street in front of the workshop, there were a half-dozen trucks and GS wagons that belonged to the Canadian Corps. Painted on the trucks’ hoods and the wagon sides were triangles with a ‘C’ at each point. They looked like he felt at times, tired and worn out. 


          The workshop was a beehive of activity as craftsmen were busy stripping an 18-pounder to its frame. Whether they were stripping for parts or rebuilding, he couldn’t tell. One of the craftsmen was using an acetylene torch to weld a crack in a gun carriage. Nearby, a burly corporal was pounding a broken wheel spoke with a short-handled sledgehammer.


          “Hold on a minute.” The captain rose from his chair and shouted to be heard over the din. “Corporal Mackay! Heh, Corporal Mackay!”


          The corporal, who had been wielding the sledgehammer, looked up. “Yeah, Cap. What do you want?”


          “Did you sign off on the 65th’s 18-pounder?”


          “Yeah,” the corporal replied as he waved the heavy hammer in an easy circle. “She’s out back, as good as new.”


          “Where’s the paperwork?”


          “On your desk at the bottom of the pile,” the corporal replied, pointing at the captain’s desk with his hammer.


          A chagrined captain dug out the report and glanced at it, then said, “Follow me.” 


          Leslie led them out of the rear entrance, past the corporal, who had returned to his hammering. Paul had to squint as his eyes adjusted to the bright sun. It was a pleasant, clear day but a bit on the cold side. The motor from one of the four trucks parked nearby caught his attention. The White five-ton trucks had been converted for ordnance use. Two of the lorries had their side panels lowered and were being supported by three legs. A craftsman wearing safety goggles was slowly turning the wheel on a lathe set up in the truck’s bed. Metal shavings from the steel bar locked in place on the lathe fell to the wooden floor. Ryan assumed the truck’s engine was generating the electrical power to run the lathe, the drill press, and the grinders that were tucked in the vehicle’s corner. The lathe in the other truck was idle, but a private was using a drill press to drill a hole through a metal plate. The other two had their rear doors lowered, and he could see metal shelving arranged on both sides with various parts suspended from the walls.


          The captain noticed Ryan’s gaze and informed him, “Yeah, they’re our spare parts lorries. We try to carry what we can. We’re a mobile unit. When we have to move, everything comes with us.”


          “I noticed the trucks and GS wagons out front when we rode in,” Ryan stated.


          “Yeah, by the time we get them, they’re so worn out, we can’t do anything with them. We strip them bare for parts.”


          When they had passed the trucks, Ryan saw a train slowly come to a stop on the nearby tracks. Lashed to the flat-cars were four 60-pounders. The captain stopped the private, who was walking by, carrying a fender. “Let Corporal Mackay know that the 60s have arrived and to get a squad so we can unload them.


          “Yes, Cap,” replied the private, who then headed quickly to the workshop.


          “They’re going to be a bitch to offload,” Ryan said. The 60s weighed nearly ten thousand pounds.


          “You want to help?” asked Captain Leslie.


          “Sure, our horses can help, but we only have six,” replied Ryan. The 60s normally needed twelve horses to move them. But it was a good idea to build up some credit with ordnance. You never knew when you needed a favour. Ryan studied the 60s for a moment then said, “They look new.”


          “Yep, fresh from the factory. We have to inspect them, then we have to make some modifications before we can release them to the heavies.”


          “What modifications?” asked Ryan.


          “They sent us a long list. We need to make twenty-seven of them before we can put them into service.”


          “Why didn’t they make them at the factory?” Ryan snorted.


          “That’s what I said,” replied the captain. “As if I’ve got nothing to do.”


          “Well, here’s your 18-pounder,” the captain said when they finally spotted four of them neatly lined up. The captain checked that the gun’s serial number matched. “Yep, she’s yours.”


          “She’s looking pretty clean,” Ryan said as he walked around the gun.


          Leslie looked at the report that he was carrying. “We replaced the breech block with one that we had. It isn’t new, but it’s solid. Corporal Mackay is a superb craftsman. He knows his way around a gun. He found cracks in the buffer chamber, so he replaced it. It had some life in it, but it would have failed in a month or two. You wouldn’t want that. He stripped her down to the carriage, inspected, cleaned, and greased all the parts. She’s as good as new.”


          “You couldn’t swap the A tube?” Ryan suggested.


          “I wish,” Leslie said. “There’s some barrel wear, so you’ll have to retest and recalibrate it. We can’t replace the A tube here. It’s a factory job. We’re planning on sending the worn barrels to them for refurbishing once they start shipping new ones to us. We have plenty of carriages for them. We can swap them easily enough. Well, relatively easily.”


          “I’m glad to hear that. My CO’s worried about the barrel wear.”


          “Yeah, everyone is.”


          Ryan nodded. “Reggie bring the horses around. We’ll help them offload the 60s.”


          “Sure thing,” Reggie said as he turned and headed to the front of the workshop where they had tied the horses up.


          “Is there any way you can come to us for minor repairs?” asked Ryan.


          “We’ve been looking into that. You know how it is. Finding craftsmen. Good ones are like pearls,” replied Captain Leslie.


          “I kind of figured that,” replied Ryan. “In the meantime, let’s get those 60s off that train.”







	CHAPTER 4


     FEBRUARY 1, 1917
REFUGEE CAMP, PETROGRAD


     	“So how did you cut your hand?” Samantha asked as she used a pair of scissors to slice the end of the cotton wrap into two ends. She then used them to tie and knot the wrap tightly around the bandage the woman was clutching in her hand. The cut had been deep and the length of her palm. If it weren’t taken care of properly, she would be at risk of losing it.


          While she had been looking at the woman in the face, she was actually addressing Anton, the sanitor the refugee had assigned to translate for them and to keep an eye on her and Dorothy Cotton as they provided medical care for the sick in the refugee camp.


          “She said she cut her hand cutting food for her deti,” Anton replied after he had translated the woman’s answer. He pointed to four children sitting on the nearby bunk bed who were watching her every move with wide eyes. Samantha stifled the urge to snort. She didn’t believe the woman’s story. She knew that Meriel Buchanan’s mother, Lady Buchanan, headed the refugee committee that supplied the camp with food to help feed the war refugees who had been pouring into Petrograd ever since the war started. A slice of black bread and a bowl of porridge wasn’t enough to feed growing children. The women did what they could to earn a few kopeks to buy extra bread. There were always lineups at the bread shops, and the prices kept going up. There was no meat in the city, and there were only two weeks of flour left. Seeing the shivering children’s thin frames, she wasn’t surprised that desperate women had broken the windows at the bread shops to steal food. She knew that malnutrition made the little ones more susceptible to rickets, scurvy, and scarlet fever, but there was nothing she could do.


          “Okay,” Samantha said slowly as if the woman could understand her English better. “Wash, every morning. Clean.” The woman turned her babushka-covered head to Anton, who translated.


          “Da,” she replied with vigorous nodding.


          Samantha sighed. Considering the conditions of the camp, she doubted the woman could even if she wanted to. The barracks they were in, more of a shed, had been built for two hundred, with three tiers of bunk beds running along the length of the two walls. Now, it was filled with twice if three times that many. In the centre, there was a masonry stove that was providing some rather anaemic heat, since coal was scarce. Even she couldn’t get her flat’s temperature higher than fifty degrees. She needed to wear wool socks to keep her feet warm.


          She rose and picked up her doctor’s bag at her feet. What supplies she had brought with her were long gone. Nurse Cotton, who was at the far end of the barracks, was holding the bare feet of a ten-year old in her hands, rubbing them with a salve. Dorothy spoke soothingly as she massaged the girl’s feet. All the refugees were in desperate need of shoes, especially since January had been extremely cold. The British embassy’s refugee committee had donated clothing, but most of them were essentially rags. The peasants still made do with what they could get. After two years of war, there wasn’t much left.


          Dorothy wrapped the girl’s feet with a linen wrap and told the mother, “Keep them on for the next couple of days and don’t allow her to walk outside in bare feet.” The girl’s mother, a large woman with missing teeth, nodded in agreement after Anton’s translation.


          Dorothy turned to Samantha. “It’s time already?”


          “I’m afraid so. We have to go back to the hospital,” Samantha replied. The Anglo-Russian hospital was about three miles from the camp that was set up near the Warsaw train station.


          “Okay,” she said as she repacked her black medical bag. Dorothy put on her heavy jacket then wrapped a wool scarf to cover her head. She tied it securely with a knot under her chin. 


          As they headed to the exit, Samantha stared straight ahead, trying to avoid eye contact. There was so much that needed to be done. But there was so little that she could do. 


          “Have things changed much since you left?” Samantha asked as the streetlights threw shadows on the nearby buildings. It was nearly five o’clock, and the sun had already set. Samantha still hadn’t gotten used to how short the day was here. In Sudbury, it was usually light by seven thirty, but here the sun didn’t rise until nine thirty. It did help explain a bit of the locals’ dourness. 


          “No, not much. But the city seems to be quite tense,” Dorothy replied as they passed the queue that was huddled together to escape the easterly wind. They were lined up to obtain a ration token from the camp’s refugee office. The token entitled them to a slice of black bread and a bowl of porridge. 


          Samantha glanced at Dorothy and saw she too was studiously avoiding looking directly at the refugees as they made their way to their car. Dorothy hailed from Almonte, Ontario. She was nearly thirty, six years older than Samantha. She was tall, five ten, with dark hair and eyes. She had recently transferred back to Petrograd after a stint at the Moore Barracks Military Hospital in Shorncliffe. They knew some of the same people at the Shorncliffe, but many of those Samantha knew had been transferred to other units. Samantha had seniority, since she had joined the service eight months before Dorothy had volunteered in March of 1915.


          “I think the cold has kept everyone indoors. It makes everyone moody,” Samantha said as they approached their waiting car. When the driver spotted them, he clambered out and went to the front to use the crank to start the engine. They were nearly at the car when it finally roared to life.


          “I don’t know if that is it or not,” Dorothy replied as she climbed into the back seat. When Samantha had settled into the car, she wrapped a wool blanket over her and Dorothy’s legs.


          Samantha nodded. “The czar firing the Jews in the government isn’t going to help.”


          Dorothy shook her head. “I saw the military police come to the hospital to take the Jewish soldiers to the train station. Supposedly, they’re being transferred to Siberia.”


          “I know,” Samantha replied. There wasn’t anything that the hospital could have done, especially since the czar and czarina were their sponsors. 


          “Thing is. It’s the kids,” Dorothy stated. “I don’t know how many are going to survive the winter.”


          Samantha sighed. “We can only do what we can.”


     FEBRUARY 14, 1917
FOSSE 10, ANGRES


     	Lieutenant-Colonel Llewellyn could see that snow covered the superstructure of the Fosse 10 mine shaft a couple of hundred feet distant. The main shaft, so he had been told, dropped nearly twenty-seven hundred feet down. He could see workmen repairing the battle damage to the roof that extended above a siding where railway cars were waiting to be loaded with coal.


          It was a dull, cloudy day that was dampening his mood somewhat. He couldn’t help noticing A company was similarly dull and listless. His men were not their usual boisterous selves
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