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Sometimes, duty is strange.

13 stand-alone short stories based on historical battles or campaigns in Canada’s war history.

From The Battle of Quebec in 1775 to The Battle of Kapyong in the Korean War, 1951. From The 1st Newfoundland Regiment to the Canadian Special Operations Regiment. From the Royal Northwest Mounted Police to Princess Louise’s 8th.

All are tales of people doing their duty in extraordinary circumstances. Aside from that, the only thing they have in common is: sometimes, duty is strange.

Table of Contents

STRANGE DUTY: SPECULATIVE TALES OF THE CANADIAN MILITARY

Sorcier: The Battle of Quebec 1775

Bonhomme Sept Heures: March of the 104th Regiment of Foot, Quebec, 1813

Xanadu Lady: 1st Newfoundland Regiment, Gallipoli 1915

Give 'em Hell Street: Royal Canadian Engineers, Vimy Ridge 1917

Payment in Full: Royal Northwest Mounted Police, Canadian Siberian Expeditionary Force 1919

Akhlut Inlet: Royal Canadian Navy, Labrador 1942

Snowy Owls: 420 Squadron, Royal Canadian Air Force, Tunisia, North Africa 1943

Tiger, Tiger, Burning Bright: Princess Louise's 8th (New Brunswick) Hussars, Delfzijil Netherlands 1945

Agent Chlorine: Cold War RCMP Special Branch, 1948

Dragon 677: The Battle of Kapyong, Korean War, 1951

Shagadelic: Royal Canadian Navy Shag Harbour Incident, Nova Scotia, 1967

You Can't Ghoul Me; Canadian Special Operations Regiment, Afghanistan, 2008

Private DAHOL: The Battle of Dieppe, 1942 and 2010

THE SHORT FICTION OF ENGEN BOOKS

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Sorcier: The Battle of Quebec 1775



[image: ]


––––––––
[image: ]


“Here, gentleman,” proclaimed Governor Carlton with mock-drama, “is the latest missive from my friend, General Montgomery.” All eyes locked on the unopened letter as though it were the serpent in the Garden. “And I shall treat it as I did the first.” Carlton flicked the communication into the massive stone hearth where hungry flames curled it to black ash. Its traitorous smoke rose through a gargantuan chimney and drifted over the Upper Town of Ville de Quebec.

“Damn my eyes, sir,” proclaimed a young Royal Marine lieutenant with a twinkle in his eye. “Perhaps you should have read it. Montgomery might be wishing to surrender.”

That struck Lieutenant-Colonel Maclean as tremendously funny. He roared; a coarse belly laugh that drew genuine chuckles from the other officers in the Chateau Louis salon that served as Carlton’s war room. In addition to dancing hearth fire, scores of fragrant honey wax candles played off an extravagant chandelier manufactured in Paris. Countless glimmers from the hanging glass shone on the polished oak table around which the principal officers sat.

“By Heavens, Maclean , you are the antithesis of a dour, gloomy Scot. I surely hope your kilted devils will be just as merry when the battle is joined.”

“More so, I should think, General Carlton,” gasped Maclean, wiping tears from his eyes. His Mull accent was thick, burry and buttery. “And the hundred odd Irishmen my officers recruited in Newfoundland are warlike lads, by all indication.”

Bemused, Carlton returned his gaze to the Royal Navy corner of the table. “I have been a soldier all my days. Having sailors and Royal Marines in my command is a complete novelty, Captain Hamilton.”

“Nothing to it, sir,” the spit and polish marine interjected, completely oblivious to the annoyance of his captain. He had arguably imbibed too much wine. “All you do is put us atop a wall and shout ‘repel boarders.’

A middling handsome man, Carlton nonetheless brightened when he smiled. He casually gathered royal blue coattails and sat to the head of the table. “I shall keep that in mind, though the inestimable Maclean will oversee the battle as my military satrap. Since I take roll call, how goes it with the civilian sailors so callously pressed from their craft?”

“We are sound of heart and nicely salted away in out billets,” answered a tarry, pig-tailed ship master in a threadbare brown coat. “But sir, did I hear you say Montgomery is a friend?”

Carlton shrugged. “More of an acquaintance. We served together in the Havana campaign of ’62. Nervy fellow, I recall he made one quite daring assault under the cover of a booming tropical rainstorm. Rebellions are a sorry business, when old comrades contend with one another.”

“Rebels should be hung and not heard,” muttered an aide-de-camp, a man of hostile disposition.

“Oh, I don’t know, laddie,” answered Maclean lightly. “As a boy, I quite enjoyed charging the red line at Culloden.” This drew shocked glances from younger officers in the room, most of whom sported red coats.

Carlton ignored the exchange. His shrewd eyes moved around the table. “Colonels Voyer and Caldwell, your all-important militia can be relied upon?”

Voyer answered for both. He wore a stylish white uniform coat with gold epaulettes that uncomfortably reminded the British of the old French regime. Holding up a placating hand, he said, “No need for concern. You must remember, we French have fought the colonials most bitterly for nigh on a century. And, they hate our Mother Church with a passion. My men will fight like wolves.” Voyer’s English was more intelligible than Maclean’s.

“Understood. Yet, I am angered a Canadian regiment has been raised to join the ragtag Congressional force without. Boils my blood, so it does.”

“A regiment that, I must remind you, has a healthy enrollment of English settlers originally from the south.”

“Fair point. But it is rumoured the delegation is seeking membership to the upstart Congress. Is there credence to the seditious 14th colony gossip?”

Voyer paused to consider that. “The vast majority of seigneurs and habitants are staying home, taking neither side. They await the outcome of this siege.”

“So, which way the cat jumps depends on whether we can hold out?”

“Exactement.”

“Perhaps we should simply sally out and meet Montgomery head on. Put a stop to him.” Oh yes, the marine offer had too much vino aboard. His vexed captain discreetly moved the bottle farther down the table, out of easy reach.

“Certainly not, that is fiddle-dee-dee wrongheaded,” Carlton reproved. “Montcalm left these walls to battle my old mentor, Wolfe. I was there that day, and saw him driven from the field, reeling in his saddle. Less than a year later, James Murray did the same and marched out to brace de Levis, who promptly trounced him. No, gentleman, let us be informed by recent history. We hold the fortress until a relief fleet reaches us in the spring.”

“So, we pray for a cruel winter and a gentle spring,” observed Lieutenant Governor De Cramahé. Along with Carlton and Maclean, he was of the triumvirate that commanded Fortress Quebec.

“That is our strategy in sum. Now to tactics. Hector Cramahé, you are the closest to a spymaster we have. Are there new whispers that might inform our deliberations?” Carlton enjoyed Hector’s discourse purely on aesthetic grounds. Born in Dublin of French Huguenot parents, his voice had a liquid, mellifluous quality.

“Several points. Firstly, we know Colonel Arnold’s column suffered grievously on its trek north through the Massachusetts wilderness. Only now are we getting specifics. He may have lost up to half his men and supplies.”

“God loves us,” interjected Maclean with grim satisfaction. “It must be horrific country.”

“It is,” Voyer flatly declared. “Arnold received bad counsel.”

“That is but one aspect of the rebel numerical dilemma,” continued Cramahé smoothly. “I have it on good authority that many of the Colonial enlistments will expire at the end of this month. On New Year’s Day a goodly portion of Montgomery’s command is legally entitled to shoulder packs and turn for home.”

“Brilliant news,” crowed a lesser officer who hovered near the table.

“Brilliant, yes. Yet it pressures Montgomery to mount a main attack before January 1776. And that, gentleman, is but two weeks away.”

Carlton nodded. “It is only logical he attacks before he is weakened. They will come sooner, rather than later.”

“That is all I have to say.” Cramahé shrugged. Though a former military man, Cramahé was no lion. In fact, weeks ago he had nearly surrendered the city when Carleton was abroad and the rebels closed in. That indecision besmirched his reputation. He keenly felt the condemnation of his peers.

“You have said much,” said Carlton. “Maclean and I are straightforward warriors. Give us a wall, a garrison, a battery of cannon and we are adequate unto the day. However, our imagination terminates at the end of a bayonet. But you, Cramahé, have a subtle mind, and if any stratagems to confound the enemy occur to you, please assume carte blanche to affect them.”

There followed a general discussion on preparations. The Lower Town, everyone agreed, was their Achilles heel as it lay outside and beneath the citadel. Improvements to the outer palisades on either end of the Lower Town were agreed to, as well as barricades at certain street corners should the enemy penetrate those defenses. Much work still needed to be done at the stairs between the Upper and Lower Towns, and those projects received priority.

“And with that, gentlemen,” Carlton finally declared, “our deliberations for this evening are finished. From this day onward our noses will be to the grindstone and our stomachs on short commons, so I suggest we treat ourselves to drink, cheese and fresh breads.” Thereon several officer’s wives, maidservants and footmen entered with trays of refreshment. The younger officers fell to with unseemly haste.

Business done, but not for Cramahé. He studied the ebb and flow of the crowd, and when opportunity afforded caught Colonel Voyer alone. “A word, Colonel? About stratagems?”

“As you wish, sir. But I warn you I am of the same cloth as Carleton and Maclean.”

Cramahé smiled his understanding. “A practical question, then. If General Montgomery likes to attack under cover of weather, might he find a blizzard even more to his purpose than a hurricane?” The two men located a neutral-coloured chaise-lounge near a casement window.

Voyer grunted, taking the thought seriously. “Very much so. But it would be a double- edged sword. One can lose control of an offensive in blinding snow.” He dabbed lips with a foppish linen handkerchief elegantly monogramed with Fleur de Lys. Voyer had airs, though he was a sound officer.

“Yet, generals are creatures of habit. If there were a howling blizzard on December 30th or 31st, do you think Montgomery would attack?”

Employing a mother-o’-pearl knife to slice cheddar cheese, the militia colonel nodded. “Likely. Maybe. Even probably. But one does not simply call up a blizzard like one can summon a company to man the walls.”

“Not ones such as you or I,” laughed Cramahé, “but I have heard stories of one who can.”

Voyer imperceptibly froze, then nibbled cheese with exquisite deliberation. “I do not take your meaning.”

“I think you do, sir, for you were raised in these parts. Was there not a magician who lived on the nearby Isle d’Orleans in the days of the last queen? An enchanter who could summon rain and winds and river fog?”

The conversation paused as two matrons in overelaborate gowns wandered past. They smelled of musk and roses. Just as well, it allowed Voyer to collect his wits.

“That was long, long ago. Such a sorcier, if he existed, would be in his grave.”

“Perhaps. Yet a man who commands the elements might be a Methuselah who stays the hand of death, yes?”

“Monsieur, this is a bizarre conversation,” said Voyer, much discomfited. In the Catholic Church, there were miracles from God, or magics from the devil, nothing in between. “We are educated officers. Goblins and elves do not exist.”

“Goblins do not have names. Jean Pierre Lavallee is who I seek.”

Voyer exhaled a long sigh. “If such a creature existed, he hates you English with a bottomless passion. He would never cooperate.”

Now we are getting somewhere. “Nonetheless, I wish you to get word to the villages of Isle d’Orleans that Lieutenant Governor Hector Theophilus de Cramahé wishes conversation with Sorcier Lavallee three days from now, at midnight.”

“He will not come to the fortress; cannot, for the river has been blessed and dedicated by bishops.” No dissembling now. Voyer knew the wizard lived.

“I would not dream of having Mohammed come to the mountain. The mountain will go to Mohammed.”

***
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On the appointed night, two swarthy courier de bois eased a birch bark canoe into open water between HMS Lizard and a tightly moored trading schooner. Colonel Voyer nimbly joined the paddlers, followed by Cramahé who cumbrously stepped in as though he were a drunken sow.

“Now would be an excellent moment to cancel this mad venture, Monsieur,” whispered Voyer urgently. “Think of the jubilation in the enemy camp if an alert picket boat captures both the head of the French Militia and the lieutenant governor.”

“It will not happen,” answered Cramahé, feigning certainty. In truth, he knew this was a foolhardy expedition worthy of a headstrong boy. Still, he could leave no stone unturned, however fantastic. And, to be honest, maybe he had something to prove to himself. A question of redemption, perhaps.

They wore sable coats to blend in with the Stygian darkness, and thankfully the garments were marvelously warm on this preternaturally cold night. Voyer’s woodsmen deftly guided the craft into a downstream current free of ice and silently glided east toward the Isle d’Orleans. Through the gloom fires winked on Pointe de Levis to the south, testament to the rebels who manned guns there. Neither those soldiers, nor patrolmen in boats, detected the party. Within the half hour they were passing close along the island shore. Cramahé heard water lapping on icy rocks but could not make out heads or tails. Voyer, however, had his bearings and the canoe slipped into a deserted cove that possessed a small log jetty. The officers disembarked, and the militiamen eagerly back paddled offshore, happy to be clear of the place.

Isle d’Orleans. Isle of Witches.

It was deathly still. Not the slightest breeze troubled spruce or scrubby fir that hugged the boulder strewn beach. All was impenetrable blackness.

The lieutenant governor, steeling his voice, called “Jean Pierre Lavallee?”

No answer from the night. Long seconds passed in eerie silence. Perhaps the magician was a myth after all, a fireside tale to awe habitant peasants.

“Jean Pierre Lavallee?”

As if conjured, a black apparition suddenly reared from behind upheaped driftwood. Both officers involuntarily stepped back. Voyer’s hand stopped just short of a concealed pistol beneath his furs.

“Who calls?” They could not see the man’s face, for it was obscured by a medieval hood that topped a long, flowing ebony cloak. Cramahé wryly noted this wizard dressed the part, at least. The tawdry theatrics somewhat eased fright.

“Officers who defend the realm from the Colonial rebels. We would enlist your aid.”

Lavallee spat. “I despise the English. Did I not destroy their invasion fleet, in the time of the fat queen? Help them? I have no interest.” His voice was gravelly, as if not used in a century.

“On the contrary, you have self-interest. On two points at least.”

Voyer shifted uncomfortably. Though no faintheart, dealing with the devil unnerved him.

Cramahé took the sorcerer’s silence as assent to continue. He displayed a leather satchel and shook it to rattle coins. “An ancient such as yourself must have many great-grandsons in need of horses, cottages, or new fields. Here I have gold to outfit a clan.” In its eleventh hour run to Quebec with emergency supplies, HMS Lizard also brought £20,000 in specie. Cramahé could afford to be lavish.

Breathless seconds passed. Then, “You said two points.”

Encouraging. Not an outright rebuff. “The New England men burn witches, with relish. If they take us, if Canada joins the rebellion, then it will only be a matter of time before Massachusetts preachers hunt your Isle d’Orleans covens. River schooners will be able to navigate at night, using witches flaming at the stake for beacons.”

With that a violent hiss erupted from nearby shrubbery. A distinct, agitated slither came from a copse of malformed birch. Cramahé’s heart knotted, but at least he held his ground.

Colonel Voyer, hastily retreated onto the rickety jetty, his right hand clutching the butt of his pistol.

Slither...snakes...in winter? Cramahé’s skin crawled.

Witches, Cramahé convinced himself. Lavallee’s acolytes, crouching in the alders. At least, mortal witches were the best that could hope for.

The sorcier seethed. Rage rippled in the ether. At this time Cramahé noticed that while vapor streamed from his own nostrils, none came from within Lavallee’s hood.

Cramahé the negotiator, the politician, smelled failure. Desperate, he assumed a different tack.

“You were right, Voyer,” Cramahé called over his shoulder. “This man is elderly, feeble. It was 64 years ago that Sir Hovendon Walker’s fleet, befuddled by this man’s enchanted fog, wrecked on this very river. Eight ships lost, 900 men damned, Queen Anne in tears. A reprise of that apocalyptic feat is beyond this dotard. Extremely disappointing.” The lieutenant governor shouldered the heavy satchel of gold coin and edged over snow-slick rocks toward the jetty.

Lavallee abruptly raised his hand to stop him.

Vanity succeeds, where avarice and fear does not. Relieved, Cramahé lowered the treasure onto the rocks. “This gold, and as much again if you succeed. And, my pledge to never prosecute any accused of witchery, while I am lieutenant governor. Now, this is what I want, and when.” Cramahé spoke at length.

An ominous silence followed. Cramahé nervously eyed the stunted birch from whence the strange noises had come.

“I shall work wonders not seen since Moses parted the Red Sea and Circe turned sailors to swine.” Lavallee reached out with a spectral arm and lifted the satchel as though it contained naught but dried moss. “But, beware of what you wish for. Once summoned, Elementals of the North are not so easily controlled.” With that Lavallee melted into the shadows, causing no more stir than a wisp of freezing fog.

Voyer’s woodsmen put in reluctantly. Then it was back into the St. Lawrence, making upstream. They had not gone far before Cramahé, compulsively glancing back, exclaimed. “Fireflies? In December?” Sure, the entire shore of the cove danced in small lights.

“Feux follets,” exclaimed Voyer, in awe and no little fear. “Fire sprites!” With that, the two woodsmen abandoned all care and paddled with might. Cramahé and Voyer seized paddles and followed suit. Though they made as much noise as a frolicking herd of walrus, the exhausted party made Lower Town safely.
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“Sirs. Sirs. You must come to the west wall. St. Jean Gate.”

Maclean looked up from his steaming porridge. “For what purpose, ye dern scallywag?”

The excited ensign of the 7th Fusiliers could not decide whether to address Maclean or Cramahé, who stood nearby warming hands with a mug of indifferent coffee. He settled on the Highlander.

“Cannonades, sir, from every quarter. The roar is far off, and we can see muzzle flashes.”

Maclean licked his spoon. “Laddie, the upstarts have cannon on the plain, St. Roch village, and across the St. Lawrence. That is not every quarter.” Yet, the old bear hurriedly shrugged into a prized fox skin coat. This being December 30th, all officers were more at less on continual alert with arms to hand. Cramahé smartly wrapped a knit scarf about his neck, donned a stylish beaver hat, and fell in with the several officers in Maclean’s train.

Sure enough, once out of doors they heard far off muted rumbles, rather like laden turnip carts speeding over cobblestones. Civilians and soldiers alike poised in doorways, listening carefully and with no little trepidation.

By the time they reached the parapet associated with St. Jean Gate, at least a dozen other officers had congregated to study the horizon. “Thin out, thin out,” Maclean bellowed as he elbowed to a stoop. “One fat Yankee Doodle ball could pulverize half our command.” The group scattered along the promenade, giving Cramahé access to the knot of senior men who shared a view of the west.

“No fall of shot, sir,” said a fusilier lieutenant. “But the gun-flashes....”

“...are lightning, my friends.” This from Voyer, surrounded by key militiamen “And the roaring cannon is thunder. A December lightning storm is rare as hair on a trout, but not completely unknown.” He met Cramahé’s eye and quickly looked away.

The western skies, and those all around, were anvil gray. Day was dark as night, highlighting vivid forks of lightning.

“How now, gentlemen,” greeted Carleton as he joined the party. “Activity from Montgomery?”

“Activity from Zeus, rather,” quipped Captain Hamilton of HMZ Lizard. “We are in for a wild blow, and no mistake.”

Carleton placed rabbit fur mittens on icy masonry and peered out over the countryside. “Nascent chaos. A lowering, harum-scarum tumult made to order. I could strike my sword on yon clouds, and the steel would break. We’ll have a manic blizzard in hours. Montgomery will be unable to resist the moment. I wager he marshals his men as we speak.”

Just then, one of the sentries gasped and cried, “Faces. Faces in the clouds!” This caused a sensation, especially among the sailors who were superstitiously inclined. The thunderclouds were indeed lumpy, but if faces were to be had they were ogrish, twisted and distorted beyond recognition. Cramahé discerned no likenesses at all. “Ice bears. Ice bears growling on the storm,” screamed the soldier, who promptly flailed onto the walk and twitched madly, foaming at the mouth.

“God’s teeth, the man is poxy.” Cross, Carleton banished the maladroit sentry from the wall to a closed room at the infirmary. Madness is contagious before battle, and he wanted none of it.

Unnerved, more than one man studied the clouds as though mesmerized.

Happily, an immediate distraction came from the freckled ensign, who could hardly have been more than 16. “Sirs, do you think the enemy will concentrate, attack the wall by main force?”

“It is what I would do, boy,” said Maclean, indulging the junior officer. “Montgomery should hit one point with every manjack, while we are forced to guard all points.”

“On the other hand,” countered Carleton, recovering his humour, “Arnold and his so- called Army of the Kennebec are ideally situated for an assault on Lower Town. That man is case-hardened, a bellicose force of nature. My conviction is he will attack the riverside, while Montgomery tries this wall, very likely where we stand.”

“A two-pronged attack? I’m just a sprog, but that seems risk laden.” The ensign betrayed glimmers of tactical intelligence. Then, as if to disabuse his seniors of that good opinion, he tried to capture a snowflake on his tongue.

“Even so, they’ll do it, mark my word.” Fat, mushy snowflakes swirled over the wall. “It begins, gentlemen. Strengthen the watch at all points, and have every man sleep at arms. All of us, every principal officer, will be awake from midnight on. Be sharp; in snow and tarry night they will be under our noses before we can see them.”

A particularly violent arc of lightning laced across the disorderly heavens. More than a few men flinched, only to look abashed afterward.

The party dispersed with much excited babble. As Voyer slipped past Cramahé, he stage-whispered, “Your gold has made these wicked clouds, Monsieur. Now we reap Lavallee’s sowing.” A malignant crack of thunder punctuated his warning. The ensign, now forgotten, jumped a foot. Voyer continued, “This is like the night before Caesar was assassinated; graves will yawn and give up their dead, and lionesses will whelp in the street.”

“You make me feel like Judas who has paid Beelzebub thirty pieces of silver,” Cramahé rejoined with a lightness he did not feel.

“What that man saw in the clouds, it fevered his mind. You have awoken northern devils which should sleep.”

“I have awoken Victory, not the Furies. Look to your men tonight, Voyer, and all will be well.”

Cramahé then joined Carleton, who studied the landscape with a glass. “A boon, Governor?”

“If it is in my power, Hector. Speak on.”

“You scarcely need a factotum tonight. As you recall, I was a captain in the 15th Foot, in my prime. Activate me as a militiaman and assign me a gate. Otherwise, I will feel useless as a coat rack.”

“There is iron in you, Cramahé, despite what people say,” Carleton laughed, patting the lieutenant governor’s shoulder with bonhommie. “But I will brevet you as colonel; I cannot have rough provincials ordering my right hand about. And I have just the position for you. The palisade that fronts our eastern barricades in Lower Town.”

Cramahé flushed with pleasure. “The promotion is welcome.”

Sharp gusts of snow topped the wall. A foretaste. The two stepped into a sentry box and brushed snow from blanket coats. “Truthfully, I expect the main effort there. T’is Arnold, you see. The man is a hotspur. The approach on the west end is a nightmare, a frozen goat track between bluff and river, so I expect nothing from that quarter.”

“I agree. The wall and both ends of Lower Town? A three-pronged attack would be sheer folly.” Neither realized sheer folly roiled the air.

The two parted with exhortations to be careful, to keep heads down, and to dine together on the morrow.

Restless, unsettled by the preternatural storm even if it was of his arranging, Cramahé hurried home to sort himself for a long night at arms. That meant extra socks on feet and thick venison stew in his gullet. All the while thunder rattled the rafters, which frightened his scullery maid terribly. Nervous as a mouse, her arms shook as she filled a basin with steaming water. Cramahé would assume his new duties cleanly shaven.

Lost in urgent thought, shaving florid cheeks by rote, Cramahé glanced up to his mirror and...

... a specter glared back at him. The soapy razor fell from his limp hand to clatter on the floor. Cramahé stepped back, nearly knocking over his wife’s spinning wheel.

It was, of course, Sorcier Jean Pierre Lavallee. No hood now. Lavallee wore a broad- brimmed slouch hat slantwise such that it obscured half his gaunt face. The other half, mostly obscured by lank black hair, was parchment white.

Not east. West. Ward the western fence, you fool. Whispers in his head

“But....” That one utterance broke the spell. Lavallee vanished, though in the uncertain light he might never have been in the glass at all.

West? The other end of Lower Town. Carlton, Maclean and all other warlords had the place written off as a risk. Greatly disturbed, Cramahé donned his old uniform coat — it scarcely fit — and, kissing his fretful wife goodbye, exited his residence. In growing afternoon darkness, he made his way to the stairs that descended to Lower Town and the river docks. This was a vital choke point, well warded by regulars of the 7th and Highland Emigrants. Once into the warren of streets that lined the St. Lawrence, he bore down river, passing any number of officers bustling with preparation. His presence seemed superfluous, unnecessary. What was he supposed to do, stand around and look important?

Fool? Had the glimmer in the mirror called him a fool?

Abruptly, Cramahé about-faced and proceeded through ankle deep snow to the western outskirts. Very few people were about in this neighborhood. Carleton had expelled every able- bodied citizen who refused to shoulder a musket, so hundreds had vacated before the rebels invested the city. Presently, he came to the end of Pres de Ville and found a solid, well-known domicile known as the Simon Fraser House. Beyond, a barricade ran from the cliff to the ice covered riverside.

Barricade? More a formidable fence. There was a second barrier of similar construction beyond.

Cramahé entered the strongpoint to unenthusiastic welcome from French militiamen who plainly wished to be left alone. Equally cheerless was the hearth, cold due to the stored gunpowder for the artillery piece in the loft above.

Common sailors manned the upper floor, fussing over the 24 pounder with some affection. The civilian captain, who had attended Carlton’s final war council, made an awkward salute, knuckles to forehead in the maritime style. “Barsfare, sir,” the jack said by way of introduction. “We have a simple task. There is a bare yard between us and the fence. Continentals fill the yard, and I blast them to Kingdom Come, a good place for the pious, righteous buggers.” He patted the gun. “She’s double charged with canister and grape shot.”

“Seems straightforward,” answered Cramahé. Given the complete lethargy of the post, that was the only exchange for hours. Besides, the wind set up a deafening keen about the chimney, discouraging pleasantries. Gritty snow filled the yard at an alarming rate, and formidable drifts gathered beside walls and choked alleys. One could barely see the fence. By the wee hours, it occurred to Cramahé that his plan had backfired, that Lavallee’s storm was too violent for the rebels to contemplate an assault.

More for his own morale than the men’s, Cramahé provided two fellows with coin and sent them to a nearby inn for hot tea and soup.

They returned with great alacrity, running and sloshing soup all over the snow. “Colonel Cramahé, look at the chimneys, look at the chimneys.”

All along the Pres de Ville, from every clay chimney pot, a swirl of twinkling lights tightly spiraled aloft to vanish in the snow. “Bah,” exclaimed Cramahé, knowing his hold on the men hung by a thread, “those are merely flinders from fires burning within.”

“There is no one in the houses,” muttered one of the militia officers sullenly.

“Obviously there is,” Cramahé bit back, his sarcasm edged by fright. Obviously, they are fuex follets, but I cannot tell you that because you will scurry like hares.

Lavallee’s minions were in the town. God knows, maybe hellhounds and werewolves haunted the side streets.

“St. Elmo’s Fire,” shouted Barsfare from a window above. “Peculiar weather gets strange lights to dancing like Chinee fireworks. Seen it hundreds of times. I’d bet a bottle of rum on it.”

“And a bottle of rum you will have,” laughed Cramahé much too forcibly. The captain’s completely erroneous explanation mollified the French as they settled to their meal. Scarcely were bowls and mugs filled than a hissed alarm came from above.

“Shush. Shush, there is banging at the fence!”

Fear in their eyes, most of the militia upped muskets and covered the windows. A half dozen wretches froze at the tables, too shocked to move.

Cramahé dashed aloft. Vigorous hammering and sawing came from the barrier. Planks splintered. Even as Cramahé squinted into swirling snow, ten to fifteen armed men quickly threaded through a narrow breach into the yard. The back door of Fraser House banged open, and several panicked militiamen ran like hell up the street. Two sailors loudly gulped and vanished down the stairs.

“Steady,” Cramahé hissed, “steady all, and quiet.”

A tall man near the fence suddenly flourished a sword. “Push on brave boys, Quebec is ours.”

The invaders trotted forward. Barsfare blanched and made to flee, but Cramahé seized his arm and shouted, “Fire the damned gun.” With that, Barsfare snatched up a burning match and thrust it in the cannon’s touch-hole.

The explosion rocked Lower Town. Simon Fraser House nigh jumped off its stone foundation. The recoiling cannon brushed Cramahé and, flung backward, he bounced skull and spine off a wooden post. Stars flashed before him, but he stayed upright and lucid.

Several militia muskets added weight to deadly grape shot. Eight of the enemy dropped like stones, supine in the snow. Stunned and dazed, one man staggered about. Several cowered by the fence.

Another rebel officer entered the yard and took in the carnage. “We’re sold,” he cried, “They are onto to us. Come, Burr, for our lives.” He straightway grabbed the disoriented fellow and manhandled him through the narrow opening in the fence.

Attracted by the cannon discharge, several Fusiliers with sputtering pine torches ran into the yard and poised by the breach in the palisade, bayonets leveled. “Reload but do not fire,” Cramahé thickly ordered Barsfare, and tottered unsteadily out to the forecourt to join the regulars.

“We have some big fish here, sir, high ranking officers” a Fusilier said, indicating the several dead men in the snow. A drummer boy accidently kicked a sword buried in a drift, and whooping he brandished it in the uncertain light.

“Let me see that, boy. Don’t worry, I’ll hand it back, on my word.” The weapon was ornate, with an ivory handle and dog’s head pommel. Seeing its quality, Cramahé borrowed a torch and held it close to the body near where the sword was found. The departed wore a bloodied fur cap with the initials R.M.

RM. R....M. Regal sword. Oh my God.

Cramahé whistled, “I misspoke, lad. I will keep this sword, but will give you seven shillings for your luck.” No protest, for seven shillings is manna to a youngster. “Unless I am mistaken, none other than General Richard Montgomery lies dead at our feet.”

Absolute astonishment greeted the news.

A breathless scout emerged from the breach. “Sirs, no one is beyond the second fence. But hundreds of footprints are now just filling in with snow. It seems a large body of men about faced and retreated. A battalion at least.”

“Good God,” exclaimed Cramahé hoarsely, “we foiled a main thrust with one blast of canister.”

Now, through the wind, they heard growing musket fire to the east. “The Army of the Kennebec is attacking the other end of town,” cried a runner.” They are through the first barrier and about to contest the second. Every able body is summoned to the defense.”

Cramahé made to go, but the officer stayed him. “Your walnut is bleeding, sir. You are wobbly as a parson drunk on wedding whiskey. Pray stay and man your post. You destroyed this advance, and now we can face Arnold with our full line, no worry on our rear. They will be thanking you in church come Sunday.” Concussed and nauseous, Cramahé weakly agreed.

He removed a glove and touched his forehead. Fingers came away sticky with blood.

“Thanked in church. Imagine that.” Acrid gunpowder tainted the air. He unsteadily limped toward Simon Fraser House but had to lean on the wall before entering. He drew cold air into his lungs and felt better. Raising his head, he looked into the window just by him.

A face leered back at him. But, not from beyond the frosted glass. From within.

“You are not real, “Cramahé informed the sinister image. “I bounced my skull off an upright and am thus flummoxed.” It hurt to talk.

“I am real as the tempest which has been your salvation.” Cramahé noted the magician’s cold, austere lips did not move.

He humoured the glimmer in the glass. “You have kept your word, warlock. As shall I. The remainder of your gold will appear on the jetty, as opportunity affords. Keep watch.” God his head hurt. He needed his feather bed. “And amnesty. No witch trials.”

The mask-like image nodded slowly solemnly. A sudden crash of musketry from the other end of Lower Town caused Cramahé to turn his head painfully, and when he looked back, the sorcier was gone.

If he had been there at all.
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“Right, not another step for you, Goldie my lad.” Sergeant Williams neatly tucked bandages and liniments into his buckskin necessaries satchel. “Of a hundred men with frostbite, you are by far the worst. I think you’ll keep toes and fingers, though.”

Private Goldsworthy moaned and said, “I should have jumped ship in the Bahamas, I swear.” His Yorkshire accent was marred by chattering teeth.

As his mate, I thought to speak up. “But sir, our Light Company is hindmost on the trail. We’ll fall far astern the main body if we stop.”

Williams snorted. “We won’t stop. You will. I’ll get the say so of Captain Shore, but its best Goldie thaws out real slow and easy. And he’ll need an escort, Private Wiggins.”

I was horrified. If saddled with Goldsworthy, and left behind, I would never reach Upper Canada with the rest of the 104th in time for the spring campaign against the American invaders.

My expression must have said it all, for Williams spoke most kindly, “You grew up in the colonies and Goldie did not. Even healthy, he would die out here, a babe in the woods. And he is your particular friend.”

In the woods we were, midway along frozen Lac Témiscouata and a hundred miles short of the mighty St. Lawrence River. It was early March and hellish cold.

A great storm recently halted our trek. It was during the storm that the blamed fool Goldie got lost in snow squalls and froze half to death.

Well, blamed fool was too harsh. I’m sure Goldie was perfectly capable in Sheffield, or wherever he came from.

Captain Shore gave the word. My entire company happily set to and reinforced the best of our marching huts. This, I must tell you, was only a five-foot circular chamber dug out of a gargantuan snowdrift and topped with a teepee of poles covered with interwoven fir branches. Within an hour it was snug as Windsor Castle. I thanked the boys profusely as they then lashed equipment onto toboggans and shook out into a long line. A dozen of the strongest men in the company shuffled to the head of the file. Each would break the snowshoe trail in 15-minute periods before falling to the rear. Thereafter each stalwart in the regiment would show his bottle and blaze the way.

Williams approached me with last minute provisions. “The oatmeal is for variety. You have cartridges and shot for game.” He slipped me a pigskin of dark rum. “For Goldie. He’s hurting now, but in a few days he’ll howl in agony. If you get in real serious trouble there are several families of Frenchmen just ahead at Cabano.”

I must have looked forlorn, for in good humour he slapped me on the shoulder. “Follow us to Riviere-des-Caps on the St. Lawrence, and then down river to Kingston. If we have moved on, obtain our location and come quickly. The action will be hot in several weeks, and we will need every musket.” He handed me a note, a hasty scrawl from Captain Shore to attest we were not deserters and were to receive aid and sundry provisions from military posts. I tucked it carefully away in my coat pocket.

The Light Company commenced marching. The forest swallowed them.

Then it was unearthly quiet, as only the great northern forest can be in deep winter. A snowfall began, and powdery veils softened birch, maple, and spruce that hugged this stretch of Témiscouata shore.

I retrieved an armload of firewood and entered our hut through the tiny two blanket entrance. The lads had laid us a fine floor of pine branches whose fragrance was unfortunately cancelled by acrid smoke from the sputtering fire. I nursed the fire into a goodly blaze and settled my friend Peter Goldsworthy on a thick carpet of boughs.

“Thankee, old chap,” said Pete, offering a strained smile. “My luck is famously bad, but it is my excellent fortune that a woodsman of your caliber volunteered to be my guardian angel.’

I made busy with the frying pan, not wanting to reveal I was no volunteer. “I’m not much of a woodsman, Pete. My folk are farmers and loggers, way down on the Kennebecasis River.” Though, now that I reflected on it, I was raised with an axe in one hand and a hunting musket in the other. I guess I was a frontiersman, of a sort.

He chuckled ruefully. “Let’s put it this way. I never saw an axe until, out of desperation, I joined the British Army.” We all knew of his desperation. His father, a wealthy nabob in India, had enrolled Pete in a York boarding school. But Pete had gone to drink and gambling, so he joined the army in penance, to absolve sins and escape creditors by serving in sunny Spain. The Horse Guards had other ideas, and young Goldie got shipped to North America to answer the American crisis. “Perhaps you can teach me some forest craft as I get better.”

I smiled. ‘Let’s have the last of our bacon, Goldie. Celebrate day one at Fort Témiscouata.”

Nothing to celebrate about day two. “My extremities are on fire, Frank,” Goldie moaned, rocking to medicate the pain. I carefully inspected his red-white, swollen skin, horribly afraid I might discover splotches of dead flesh that might advance to gangrene. Lashing Goldie to a stump and chopping his hand off was not a thought I relished. But I was relieved that all was as good as could be. I left him for a fruitless hunt and to set a few rabbit snares.

Day three Goldie was mindless with pain. By evening I broke out the rum. “Old Killdevil will set you to rights, Goldie.”

“Demon rum got me in the ranks, Franklin,” Nonetheless, he avidly guzzled three mugs of the poison. Not unexpectedly, that set his tongue to wagging.

“The border with Massachusetts is dead quiet, Frank. Not a Yankee Doodle wherever you look. I figured the 104th, a proper Line Regiment and all, might get deployed against Boney, or maybe to India to settle down a saucy maharajah or two. And what happens? We get dispatched west, on a vicious forced trek, in a Canadian winter!”

“The St. Lawrence is iced up,” I reminded him, matter of fact like. “No ships, we had to walk.”

“Then we should have waited for iced down,” he complained and held out his mug, clamped between wrists. I poured him a generous bumper.

“I realize it is different for you, Frank. These colonies are hearth and home.”

I studied the fire’s primrose gleam on the icy walls of our hutch. “It’s that, Goldie. But in ‘83 my folks were run off a 700-acre plot in Connecticut. Our only crime was standing for the king. Three generations of labour, stolen. Not a penny in compensation.” I reached over and affectionately patted my musket. “Revenge will be sweet as sugar.”

“Aye, from all accounts the spring will be lively. But with my luck, some excitable Kentucky Jonathon is going to put a hole in me one could drive a horse and carriage through.” As I said, he was dolorous on his luck.

“How unlucky are you, Goldsworthy?” was the cry in our barracks when conversation waned.

“The only gold to my name is in my name,” he would lament in response to general hilarity.

Goldie mercifully passed out. I banked the fire, warily listening to timber wolves in the distance. Then I draped Goldie’s single blanket over him and curled into his backside for meager warmth.

Our fortune changed dramatically next day. At dawn, in the half-light, I bagged a yearling bull moose on the lake shore, not a hop, skip and jump from our camp. Even Goldie, rum sick from the previous night, was greatly heartened, and asked to be helped outside to take the air and watch me carve the beast. I built a bonfire in our tiny clearing and helped him limp — he could not wear his boots or moccasins due to swelling — to a convenient tree stump. There he sat content as I climbed a nearby maple to wedge a haunch of moose out of reach of critters. It was while I was up there that I heard sleigh bells and spied a wood sled driven by two locals enter our camp.

Here be habitants, fellows from Cabano no doubt. And here me with not a word of parlez vous.

To my astonishment, I clambered down to discover Goldie holding discourse with them. His public-school French made for poor palaver, but palaver it was.

As he talked, I studied this pair who were evidently father and son. The Père was of medium build, though bulky from the colourful Hudson Bay capot he wore. The hood was down, revealing shaggy white hair poorly covered by a flaming red toque. A clay pipe jutting from a salt n’ pepper beard did not to slow the rapid stream of Francais. The man’s knee length coat was belted by a thin sash, and I mightily envied the workmanship of his moccasins.

The youngster had neither beard nor blanket coat, but strawberry freckles and a buckskin outer garment. Of about a dozen years, he regarded us with no little curiosity. Undoubtedly, we were the first Anglais soldiers he had seen close up.

“Frank, meet Adephe Huart and his boy Achille. Good old Sergeant Williams gave them pennies to check in on us.” He held up a basket with six miraculous eggs and two chunks of course brown bread.”

“Merci,” I babbled. At least, I know that much lingo.

Good neighbours are good policy. As Goldie exchanged more pleasantries, I impulsively hoisted the last haunch of moose and offered it to the Huart family, along with the hide. Young Achille licked his lips, and his dad was mightily impressed. On the spur of the moment, the fellow gushed an invitation.

“A soiree, Frank! They are holding a do tonight, on account of a conteur coming to town. That’s a storyteller, by gum.” But Goldie lost heart almost immediately. “And I can’t walk.”

“Old chap,” I said, aping a lordly accent, “I just hauled moose quarters up from the lake. Do you think I cannot lug you on our toboggan?”

That was that. We happily accepted Adelphe’s kind invite with profuse thanks and promised to be along just after dark.

We looked at one another. Neither had used razor nor soap in days.

First, we boiled the eggs and gobbled them greedily. Thereafter every steaming pot went for wash water. We stripped down and draped our overcoats and uniform tunics on branches to air out. Huddling by the fire, blankets warding our exposed backs, we washed sweat soaked shirts, stockings, and small clothes and hung them to dry. I shaved myself then Goldie, seeing as how he could barely bend fingers. Then we finished our one bar of lye soap by lathering our smelly carcasses, laughing at how we scorched our bellies on the fire even as our backsides numbed with cold. It took hours, but in the end, we were well satisfied.

“By George, Frankie,” my comrade exclaimed, awkwardly brushing moss bits off my tunic with his elbow, “We are as sprightly a pair of Light Bobs as ever there was.” On that we uncovered our shakos and with naught but spittle shined the proud 104th badge.

We were ready for a good time.

I made Goldie a comfy seat on the toboggan and took up the traces. He was no great weight. We Light Company men are skirmishers, slighter and far more agile than infantry of the line, and much smaller than the Grenadiers. Once I got momentum and climbed a small rise it was easy sailing to Cabano, about a mile away.

Cabano was a string of several farmsteads









































































d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
STRANGE
DUTY

SPECULATIVE TALES OF THE CANADIAN MILITARY

DWAIN CAMPBELL





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/image000.jpg
SIRANGE
D U TY

SPECULATIVE TALES OF THE CANADIAN MILITARY

DWAIN CAMPBELL





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





