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  Foreword

The Max Trilogy
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While researching our dog’s family tree, we managed to trace his lineage back to the early twentieth century. Along the way, we found an extraordinary line of whippets, all named Max, who took part in remarkable adventures tied to significant moments in history
The earliest Max we found (Max I) was a gift from the Mackenzies of Dundee to Lord and Lady Ryecroft. After Lord Ryecroft's untimely death, Max was taken under the care of Albert, Ryecroft's young valet and butler.
In 1914, Albert and Max were sent to France, but they returned home shortly after due to a catastrophic explosion that left Albert with life-changing injuries. Max became his steadfast companion as they started anew in the North of England. During the war's final years and into the 1920s, they faced navigating a post-war society that wanted to brush aside all memories of The Great War and look to the future.
The second Max (Max II) belonged to Charles Sterling , a British diplomat living with his family in Berlin before World War II. Following a street attack, Charles was imprisoned. He kept his true identity hidden, but on his release, he discovered that his family and all other British diplomats had been evacuated from Germany. As he returned to his deserted home, he saw that his pet dog, Max, was being cared for by their next-door neighbours. Charles planned his escape from Berlin by stealing a car, only to find that Max had crept into the vehicle with him. While hiding in a forest, they spotted German soldiers and tanks heading towards the Ardennes forest. The British and French High Command had previously believed an invasion through this route was impossible. Charles and Max raced against time to warn the Allies and attempt to return home themselves.
Max's great-grandson (Max III) was given to Charles's youngest son Edward, who, against all the rules, took him to Oxford University in 1959 to study modern languages. After graduating, Edward worked in a bookshop for a time. One day, his father, Charles, called to inform him of an opening for a junior admin clerk position in Washington, D.C., for 12 months. Edward and Max reluctantly set sail, leaving Edward's fiancée behind in England.
The job was rather mundane until one day, Edward's boss tasked him with a secret mission to Cuba. The Americans, Cubans, and Russians were not being truthful about the situation on the island, and his boss believed a man with a pet dog who was fluent in Spanish would raise no suspicions. As soon as they arrived under the cover of darkness, they spotted suspicious activity along the waterfront in Havana. The following day, Max barked a warning of danger on the quay, leading to an evacuation just before an explosion that could have killed or injured dozens, including someone very important.
Charles and Max returned to England, only to discover that Guy McClean, someone he knew at university, and someone he suspected might be a traitor, was working in Buckingham Palace overseeing the Queen's collection of paintings. They warned the government that he could be a spy passing secrets to the Soviet Union. In turn, the government suspected Edward of being the spy. Following a dramatic showdown in which Max chased Guy across Hampstead Heath, McClean escaped, only to resurface in Russia two months later. Despite McClean's escape, Max received a certificate of bravery from Buckingham Palace to accompany his Medal of Honour from the Cuban government.
Edward married his fiancée in 1963, and they settled down to run their own bookshop, continuing the legacy of adventure that began with the first Max.
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  Chapter one
Into the Depths
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May 1915. Europe was ablaze with war. The Great War, as they were already calling it, had cast a shadow over the continent, drawing men and nations into a conflict that seemed to have no end in sight. Yet, far from the trenches and battlefields, the  RMS Lusitania cut across the Atlantic Ocean, its bow slicing through the waters as it made its way from New York to Liverpool. Onboard were hundreds of passengers, some on business, and some simply returning home. Among them were Lord Ryecroft, a distinguished Englishman, his valet Albert, and Max, the sleek, elegant whippet who never strayed far from Albert’s side.
The voyage had been largely uneventful, despite the lurking danger posed by German U-boats prowling the waters. The deadly game of war had recently turned the seas into a perilous place, targeting civilian ships. But the Lusitania was a grand and powerful vessel, and many onboard believed it was untouchable—too large and too important to be a target.
Albert, though vigilant, tried not to let the war cloud his mind. He had his duties to Lord Ryecroft, a man of unwavering routine, who had taken Albert and Max with him on a brief but important business trip to America. The trip had gone smoothly, and they were now on their way home, crossing the great expanse of the Atlantic. Max, ever the faithful companion, rested by Albert’s feet, his smooth coat gleaming in the soft light of the ship’s interior. The dog’s calm presence was a comfort, a reminder that life aboard the ship was still tranquil, at least for now.
As the Lusitania drew closer to the Irish coast, the mood onboard shifted. The air felt heavier, as though the ship itself carried the struggles of the war-torn world beyond the horizon. Passengers gathered on deck, straining their eyes to catch the first glimpse of land, eager to reach the safety of home. It was a cool afternoon, and the sea stretched out before them, dark and vast, the wind whipping up small waves that lapped against the ship’s hull.
Albert stood near the railing with Max at his side, Lord Ryecroft a few steps behind, gazing thoughtfully towards the distant horizon. The wind tousled his greying hair as he surveyed the sea with the composed demeanour he always carried. Albert watched him for a moment, his thoughts drifting back to their time in New York. The business trip had been successful—Lord Ryecroft had met with several influential figures and secured a new deal that promised to strengthen his already formidable standing back in England.
As Albert turned his gaze back to the sea, a murmur ran through the crowd on deck. People were pointing, their voices rising in confusion and fear. Albert followed their eyes and saw it—a dark shape cutting through the water. For a moment, it seemed innocuous - just another wave cresting in the distance. But then, as the shape grew clearer, a chill ran down his spine. It was a periscope, unmistakably protruding from the sea like the sharp fin of a predator.
“It’s a U-boat,” someone whispered, their voice trembling.
The realisation spread quickly through the passengers, and the murmurs turned to shouts of alarm. The German U-boat surfaced, its menacing presence fully revealed, and before anyone could react, the torpedo fired. It shot across the water in a streak of white foam, closing the distance between the U-boat and the Lusitania in mere moments.
Then came the explosion.
The impact was deafening, a roar that tore through the ship with brutal force. The deck beneath Albert’s feet trembled violently, and for a heart-stopping moment, everything seemed to freeze. The torpedo had struck the ship on the starboard side, and smoke billowed into the air, mingling with the screams of terror from passengers and crew alike.
Albert instinctively reached for Max, pulling the frightened whippet closer to him as chaos erupted around them. A second explosion followed, louder and more violent than the first. The ship groaned, its massive frame shuddering as power flickered and died. The Lusitania began to list to the starboard, the angle of the deck growing more severe with each passing second. Panic swept through the passengers like wildfire.
Below deck, many were trapped in the lifts, their escape routes cut off by the ship’s failing power. Above, lifeboats were being hastily lowered into the sea, but in the confusion, many overturned before they even hit the water. Some lifeboats spilt their passengers into the freezing ocean, while others crashed down onto the deck, crushing those unfortunate enough to be beneath them.
Amid the screaming and shouting, the great ship was sinking. In less than eighteen minutes, the mighty Lusitania would be swallowed by the sea. Albert knew he had to act quickly. He scanned the deck for Lord Ryecroft but couldn’t see him in the confusion. Panic tightened in his chest, but he forced himself to focus. Max was whimpering at his side, his slim body shaking with fear.
Albert spotted a lifeboat being lowered nearby, though it was already half-filled with passengers. Without hesitation, he scooped Max into his arms and rushed towards it. He reached the boat just as it was about to be lowered into the water. There was no room for him, but he could save Max.
“Take him!” Albert shouted over the din, thrusting the trembling dog into the arms of a woman already seated in the boat. She nodded, her face pale with fear, and cradled Max in her lap as the lifeboat descended towards the churning sea below.
Albert was not so fortunate. The lifeboat was full, and he was left standing on the deck as the ship tilted further, the angle now so steep that it was nearly impossible to stand. The Lusitania was sinking fast, and Albert knew he had little time. He scrambled towards the railing and, with a final glance at the surrounding chaos, threw himself into the water.
The cold hit him like a punch to the gut, stealing the breath from his lungs. For a moment, Albert was disoriented, floundering in the icy sea as waves crashed over his head. He struggled to stay afloat, his limbs heavy with exhaustion and shock. Around him, other passengers were in the water, some clinging to debris, others swimming desperately to the lifeboats. But many were already succumbing to the cold, their cries for help growing weaker with each passing moment.
The Lusitania continued to sink, the great ship groaning as it was pulled into the depths. Albert could see it, its massive hull slipping beneath the waves, creating whirlpools that dragged down anyone too close. He kicked his legs furiously, trying to distance himself from the ship’s deadly pull. The lifeboat carrying Max was not far off, and Albert paddled towards it, his muscles screaming in protest.
Suddenly, the ship’s final plunge created a massive wave – a wall of water that surged towards the lifeboat. Albert watched in horror as the wave lifted him and slammed into the small craft. The lifeboat rocked violently, nearly capsizing, but the passengers inside clung to the sides, their knuckles white as they fought to stay inside. Max yelped in fear, but the woman holding him gripped him tighter, her arms wrapped around the whippet in a protective embrace. Water splashed over the sides of the boat, drenching everyone, but miraculously, the lifeboat stayed afloat.
Albert, still struggling in the water, clung to a piece of debris floating nearby. His body was numb from the cold, his muscles aching with the effort to stay above the surface. He could barely feel his hands any more, and every kick sent a jolt of pain through his legs. But he had to stay focused. The ship was gone now, swallowed by the sea, and the cries of those left in the water were growing fainter.
The moments dragged on, every second an eternity. The fishermen of Queenstown on the Irish coast had seen the disaster from the shore, but it would take hours for their boats to arrive, even though they were mere miles from safety. Undaunted, the men leapt in their boats and set out to sea.
Albert’s thoughts were a jumble of desperation and determination. He kept his eyes on the lifeboat, on Max, willing himself to survive long enough to reach it. Every so often, the woman in the lifeboat glanced at him, her face pale and stricken, but she held Max securely in her lap, her lips moving in what appeared to be a prayer.
And on the shore of Queenstown, they prayed, too.
The women had gathered on the quayside as soon as word of the sinking reached them, their shawls wrapped tightly against the biting wind. They stood in clusters, silent but for the soft murmur of their prayers. Rosary beads slipped through their fingers as they whispered words of comfort and supplication, their eyes fixed on the distant horizon where the lifeboats were drifting. Mothers, wives, and daughters of sailors and fishermen who knew all too well the dangers of the sea. They prayed for the souls of the lost and for those still fighting to survive.
The sound of the waves lapping against the shore was the only accompaniment to their prayers, a rhythmic pulse that echoed the sorrow in their hearts. They had seen the smoke rising from the sea, and now they waited, hoping against hope that the fishing boats would return with survivors. Some held candles, the flickering flames casting a soft glow in the growing twilight as they prayed fervently for a miracle.
Albert, unaware of the scene unfolding on the shore, was in his own battle for survival. His limbs felt like lead, and he could barely keep his head above water. The icy waves crashed over him again and again, each one threatening to pull him under for good. His breath came in ragged gasps, his strength all but gone. But in the distance, he could hear something—a low, steady sound. It was a boat engine. The fishing boats had arrived.
With what little strength he had left, Albert turned his head and saw them—small, sturdy boats cutting through the water, their lights bobbing in the darkness as they made their way towards the scattered lifeboats and debris. Shouts carried over the waves as the fishermen began their desperate work, pulling survivors from the water and hauling them into their boats.
One of the fishing boats pulled alongside the lifeboat that carried Max. The crew quickly tossed ropes to the passengers, who grasped them with shaking hands. The woman with Max was one of the first to be helped aboard. A fisherman reached down, gently lifting Max from her lap and passing the trembling dog to another crewman. Max, though soaked and terrified, was alive. The whippet was placed in the arms of another woman, who cradled him with the same care and reverence as she might have held a child.
Albert, still floating in the water, felt his body growing heavier, the cold seeping into his bones. But then he felt hands grab him—strong, calloused hands that pulled him up and into the fishing boat. He collapsed onto the wooden deck, gasping for breath, his vision blurred by exhaustion and saltwater. The cold seemed to cling to his skin, even as he was covered with a rough woollen blanket.
He lay there for a long moment, his body shaking uncontrollably, but then he felt something warm and familiar at his side. Max had found him. The whippet, trembling but alive, nosed Albert’s cheek, his tail wagging faintly despite the trauma they had both endured. Albert managed a weak smile and reached out to stroke the dog’s wet fur, feeling the warmth of his small body.
The fishing boat turned towards the shore, its engine humming steadily as it navigated through the wreckage-strewn waters. Around them, other boats were pulling survivors from the sea, their crews working tirelessly as the last light of day faded into night. The rescue had begun, but for many, it was too late.
As the boat neared the shore, the glow of candles and lanterns became visible through the mist. The women of Queenstown stood on the quayside, their prayers still rising into the evening air, mingling with the soft murmur of the sea. 
When the boat reached the dock, Albert and Max were helped ashore, their bodies weak but intact. As Albert stumbled onto solid ground, the sound of whispered prayers reached his ears. He looked up and saw the women of Queenstown standing together, their hands clasped in prayer, their faces etched with both sorrow and hope. One of them, a woman with kind eyes and a shawl wrapped around her shoulders, stepped forward and placed a hand on Albert’s arm.
“You’ve made it, thank God,” she said softly, her voice thick with relief.
Albert nodded, too exhausted to speak. He glanced down at Max, who was now sitting at his feet, his head resting on Albert’s leg. The warmth of the woman’s hand and the sight of the praying women offered a small comfort amid the devastation.
As the fishing boats continued to bring more survivors ashore, the women of Queenstown kept praying. For the lost, for the living, for the souls still adrift. The war had reached their shores in the most brutal way, but for now, there was a fragile peace in their prayers.
Albert stood motionless at the edge of the rocky shore, his feet sinking slightly into the wet sand as the cold waters of the Celtic Sea lapped at his boots. Max stood beside him, his sleek body quivering slightly, his brown eyes wide with confusion. The wind howled around them, carrying with it the scent of salt and brine, the distant echo of chaos from the wreckage of the RMS Lusitania still haunting the air. But all Albert could focus on was the absence—the unbearable truth that Lord Ryecroft had been swallowed by the sea, lost to the cold depths forever.
For a long moment, Albert simply stared out at the water, watching as the waves rolled in and out with a rhythm that felt indifferent to the human lives it had just consumed. The sea, vast and endless, had taken his master, his employer, the man whose life had intertwined with his in ways Albert had never fully acknowledged. And now that bond was severed by the cruel hand of fate. His heart pounded in his chest, his hands clenched into fists at his sides as a wave of helplessness washed over him. How could this be the end for a man like Lord Ryecroft? A man so full of life, of stories, of experiences? To die not in the halls of his estate, surrounded by family and the grandeur of his title, but here—alone, in the cold, dark sea.
Max whimpered softly, his muzzle brushing against Albert’s leg, as if sensing the heavy grief radiating from his companion. The dog had been restless ever since they reached the shore, his gaze darting back and forth as though searching for his missing master. Max had been loyal to Lord Ryecroft, too—his silent, devoted shadow, always at his side during long walks across the estate or quiet evenings in front of the fireplace. Now, with no scent to follow and no familiar face to look to, Max was lost in his own way, the instincts that guided him failing in the face of this cruel reality. Albert knelt beside the dog, his trembling hand resting on Max’s head. 
His voice, when it came, was hoarse and barely above a whisper. “He’s gone, lad… he’s gone.” The words felt foreign in his mouth, as though saying them would somehow make them real, but the truth was undeniable. Lord Ryecroft was dead, drowned in the icy waters. For years, Albert had served Lord Ryecroft as a valet, tending to his every need and following him across the world on his travels, and now all of that was over. Gone, like the man himself, sinking to the bottom of the ocean where no one could reach him. Max whined again, his nose nudging against Albert’s chest, as if urging him to do something – to act. But what could be done? The sea was a grave now, and Lord Ryecroft was buried beneath its surface, never to be retrieved. Albert’s grief felt as vast as the ocean before him – an overwhelming emptiness that left him numb.
Ryecroft had stood tall, a man of privilege untouched by the chaos that raged around them. Now, that illusion was shattered. How many times had Lord Ryecroft laughed in the face of danger, brushing off the risks of war and travel as though they were mere inconveniences? How many times had he said, “Don’t worry, Albert, the world’s a dangerous place, but we’ll manage: we always do”? Those words, once spoken with such confidence, now rang hollow in Albert’s ears.
The wind picked up again, tugging at Albert’s coat, and for a brief moment, he closed his eyes, letting the cold air sting his cheeks. There was no way to turn back time, no way to change what had happened. The sea had claimed Lord Ryecroft, and there was nothing left for Albert to do but mourn. Yet even in his sorrow, a question began to form in his mind—what now? What was to become of him without his master? Without the man who had been his employer, his companion, and, in many ways, his protector? What was he without Lord Ryecroft?
Albert rose to his feet slowly, feeling the exhaustion in his bones, the grief weighing him down. Max followed his lead, standing beside him, ever the faithful companion. For a moment, they stood together in silence, looking out at the expanse of water where Lord Ryecroft had vanished. It felt like the end of an era; a chapter of his life closed forever in the most brutal of ways. There was nothing more to do here—nothing more to say. “We’d best be going, Max,” Albert muttered quietly, his voice thick with emotion. “There’s no sense in standing here any longer.”
Max looked up at him, his eyes still full of confusion, but he obeyed, staying close to Albert’s side as they turned away from the shore. They began to walk, their footsteps slow and heavy. The wind continued to howl around them, the waves crashing behind them as if to remind them of the loss that now lingered in the air. The sinking of the Lusitania had claimed hundreds of lives, but for Albert, the loss of Lord Ryecroft felt like the collapse of an entire world.
Max pressed against his leg, offering what comfort he could, and Albert reached down to scratch the dog behind the ears. “We’ll get through this, Max,” he whispered, though the words felt empty. They had to—there was no other choice.







  
  Chapter two
The Shadow of War
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It had been months since the tragedy aboard the  RMS Lusitania, but the grief still hung thick over Ryecroft Manor. The estate, a sprawling testament to centuries of wealth and nobility, now belonged to Edgar, Lord Ryecroft’s eldest son. He had inherited the title, the wealth, and the responsibility, but none of the wisdom or temperament that had once defined his father. The manor itself, usually a place of quiet dignity, now felt suffocated by unspoken resentment and a profound sense of loss.
Albert, the loyal valet who had served Lord Ryecroft for years, had returned from the doomed voyage across the Atlantic, haunted by the memory of the sinking ship. Max, the family’s sleek and graceful whippet, had survived too, but Lord Ryecroft had been claimed by the icy depths of the Irish Sea. The household mourned, yet Edgar’s simmering anger remained an unshakable presence. heavy presence. He had kept Albert on, but the unspoken accusation lingered between them: why had Albert survived when his father had not? Max, now Albert’s sole responsibility, had sensed the changes too. The dog had become Albert’s shadow, following him through the manor, providing silent companionship where words would have failed. The two had formed a bond stronger than before, linked by the shared trauma of their narrow escape. Life at Ryecroft Manor carried on, but beneath the surface, everything was different.
The war in Europe had raged on for over a year. The initial fervour, the naive belief that it would be over by Christmas, had faded. The newspapers were filled with stories of endless battles, trenches filled with mud and blood, and the mounting list of dead and wounded. But for Edgar and his friends, the war still held a strange allure—a chance to prove themselves, to be heroes.
In the drawing room, Edgar sat reading the latest reports from the front lines. His sharp features, so similar to his father’s, were twisted in thought. He glanced up as Albert entered the room, carrying a tray of tea and biscuits. Max followed quietly, his soft eyes watching Edgar warily.
“I’ve made my decision,” Edgar said suddenly, not looking up from his newspaper.
Albert placed the tray on the table, a knot tightening in his stomach. He had been expecting this. Edgar had spoken of little else since the war began. It was only a matter of time before the young lord decided he, too, would go to fight.
“I’ll be joining the army,” Edgar continued, his voice carrying the certainty of a man who had never doubted his own importance. “It’s time I did my part. I can’t sit here while the rest of the country fights the Germans.”
Albert stood silently, his hands clasped behind his back. It wasn’t his place to argue, but the dread he felt was palpable. “I’m taking the horses to France,” Edgar added, glancing at Albert as if this were the most obvious thing in the world. “I’ll need someone to care for them. You’ll come with me, of course.” Albert’s heart sank further. He had no choice. As Edgar’s valet, his duty was to follow, to serve. But the thought of the trenches, the war-torn fields of France, filled him with a cold, creeping fear. “And Max will come too,” Edgar said, his gaze falling briefly on the whippet. “He can help with the rats. They say the trenches are full of them, and I can’t have the horses frightened by vermin.”
Albert stifled a bitter smile. Max, the delicate whippet, was as afraid of rats as Edgar’s pampered horses would be. But he said nothing. There was no point in arguing. Edgar had made up his mind. “As you wish, sir,” Albert replied quietly. Edgar’s eyes narrowed slightly, sensing Albert’s hesitation, but he said nothing. Instead, he turned back to his newspaper, already lost in thoughts of glory and adventure.
That evening, Edgar’s closest friend, Charley Fox, arrived at Ryecroft Manor. Charley, like Edgar, was the son of privilege, and he carried himself with the same air of entitlement that came with being born into the upper class. He bounded into the drawing room with all the enthusiasm of a schoolboy on holiday, his broad grin and sparkling eyes betraying none of the gravity of the situation. “Well, old chap, are you ready for the adventure of a lifetime?” Charley asked, clapping Edgar on the back. Edgar grinned in return, the two young men buzzing with excitement. They spoke of the war as if it were a game, a thrilling challenge that would end with parades and medals. “I’ve already arranged for my horses,” Edgar said proudly. “We’ll be off to France within the week. You should see the lads down at the regiment, Charley. They’re all eager to get to the front. We’ll show the Germans what for, eh? ” Charley laughed, shaking his head. “Can’t wait. It’ll be over before Christmas this year, mark my words. We’ll be back in time for a proper New Year’s ball.”
Albert, standing just outside the door, overheard their conversation. He had seen the realities of death and destruction first hand. The sinking of the Lusitania had shattered any illusions he might have had about the nobility of war. But Edgar and Charley were blind to it, caught up in their youthful exuberance, their fantasies of glory. The sound of footsteps interrupted their conversation as Lady Ryecroft and Julia entered the room. Lady Ryecroft, still draped in the mourning clothes she had worn since her husband’s death, carried herself with quiet dignity. Julia, barely twenty and already weary of the war, looked at her brother with a mixture of fear and admiration.“Edgar, must you go? ” Lady Ryecroft asked softly, her voice tinged with worry. “I can’t stay here, Mother,” Edgar replied, his tone firm. “It’s my duty. Father would have wanted me to go. I can’t let the country down.” “But you’re all we have left,” Julia said, her voice trembling. “Father’s gone, and now you want to leave us too?” Edgar’s expression softened slightly, but his resolve remained unchanged. “I’ll be back before you know it. The war won’t last forever. We’ll beat the Germans, and I’ll return. You’ll see.” Lady Ryecroft pursed her lips.“I’ve already lost my husband,” she whispered. “Must I risk losing my son as well?” 
Edgar sighed, frustrated by their reluctance to understand. “This is bigger than us, Mother. Bigger than the estate. If we don’t fight, who will?” Julia’s eyes filled with tears, but she said nothing more. An intense stillness settled over the room, leaving everyone silent. Charley, sensing the shift in mood, stood up and clapped his hands together. “Well, we’ll make sure Edgar comes back in one piece, won’t we, Albert? ” He said, glancing towards the valet with a forced grin. Albert nodded, though he didn’t believe it for a second. He had seen what the sea and what war could do. And now he would be going to face it all again—this time, in the mud and blood of France.
But it wasn’t just Edgar who had been swept up by the call to arms. Conscription didn't come into force until 1916, and in the autumn of 1915, the excitement of young men, eager to enlist, had spread like wildfire. Albert could see it in the way they talked about duty, bravery, and adventure, as though the war was some grand quest, a test of their manhood.
Yet, to Albert, these sentiments felt hollow—echoes of the idealism he had once seen and heard before his time serving Lord Ryecroft. And now, as he watched Edgar pack his things and prepare for what he saw as the adventure of a lifetime, Albert couldn’t shake a deep sense of foreboding.

      [image: image-placeholder]One rainy evening, as the fireplace crackled at Ryecroft Manor, Julia had asked Albert to intervene. “You must talk some sense into him, Albert,” she’d said, her voice trembling as she gripped her teacup tightly. “I can’t lose him too. He’s already speaking of charging into battle like it’s some grand adventure, but you know better. You’ve seen what happens out there.” She paused, looking down at her hands. “Please… you have to stop him.” Albert had always respected Julia’s strength, but now, sitting in the candlelit parlour, she seemed more fragile than ever, her father’s death still fresh in her heart. Her fear for Edgar was palpable, and Albert understood it well. But even as he sat listening, a conflict began to churn inside him. He knew that the difference between life and death could just be the toss of a . He was far removed from the romanticised view of war that Edgar now eagerly sought. But at the same time, how could Albert deny the young man his sense of duty? It wasn’t for glory or adventure, but for a cause bigger than oneself. “I’ll talk to him,” Albert had promised Julia. “But I can’t force him to stay. The decision is his.”
Later that evening, he found Edgar alone. Max, picking up on the charged atmosphere, stayed close by Albert’s side, his dark eyes alert and full of understanding. “May I speak with you, sir? ” Albert said quietly, his voice steady but serious. Edgar turned, his youthful enthusiasm evident in the gleam of his eyes.
“Is it about the war?” Edgar grinned, clearly eager to share his plans. “I’ve decided, Albert. I’m going. It’s what Father would have wanted, isn’t it? He always spoke of duty and honour, and now it’s my turn.”
Albert bit back a sigh. “Your father knew the responsibility those words held, Edgar. Duty and honour are more than just words. They come with a price—one you might not fully understand yet.” “I know it won’t be easy,” Edgar countered, frowning slightly. “But I’m not afraid. I’ll fight for England, for all of us.” As they parted ways that evening, Albert couldn’t shake the unease gnawing at him. He had done what Julia asked—spoken to Edgar, tried to temper his youthful excitement—but he knew that Edgar would still go. And while he admired the young man’s sense of duty, he dreaded what the war would do to him.

      [image: image-placeholder]The days passed quickly, preparations for the journey consuming every waking moment. Edgar’s horses were groomed and packed, their gear meticulously prepared. The manor buzzed with the activity of servants and stable hands, all working to ensure that everything was in place for Edgar’s departure. Albert, though silent in his duties, felt the burden of the coming journey pressing down on him. Max, ever the faithful companion, stayed close by, sensing the unease that radiated from his master. 
On the day of their departure, the docks on the south coast were a hive of activity. Ships were being loaded with munitions, supplies, and horses. The air was thick with the smell of coal smoke and saltwater, and the sound of shouting men filled the air as soldiers prepared to board.
Edgar and Charley arrived in high spirits, their excitement palpable. Charley, ever the showman, had driven his brand-new motorcar down to the docks, showing it off to anyone who would listen. The sleek black car gleamed in the sunlight as Charley honked the horn, waving to Edgar with a wide grin. “Look at this beauty! ” Charley shouted, beaming as he parked the car near the dock. “We’ll be the envy of the regiment! ” Edgar laughed, clearly impressed. “I can’t wait to take it for a spin in Belgium. The roads will be clear once we’ve beaten the Germans back.”
Albert, standing beside Max at the edge of the dock, watched the scene unfold with a sinking heart. The excitement of the young men around him, the cheers and laughter, felt hollow. He couldn’t shake the sense of impending doom. The war wasn’t going to be over by Christmas. It wouldn’t be over for a long time, if ever. Max whined softly, pulling at his leash, as if sensing Albert’s unease. Albert knelt down and stroked the dog’s head, whispering a soft reassurance, though his own heart was filled with dread. “It’ll be alright, boy,” he muttered, though he wasn’t sure he believed it.
As the ship towered before them, its great steel hull casting a shadow over the dock, Albert felt a cold chill run down his spine. The last time he had boarded a ship, it had ended in disaster. And now, here he was again, about to cross the sea—this time to face war, death, and the unknown. Edgar and Charley boarded the ship with their usual bravado. Albert followed behind, Max at his side. As they stepped onto the gangplank, Albert glanced back at the English shore, knowing that when they returned, nothing would ever be the same. The ship set sail, carrying them towards France, towards the trenches, and towards a war that would test them all in ways they could never have imagined.







  
  Chapter three
The Calm Before the Storm
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The parade ground outside Armentières was a hive of activity. Soldiers in crisp uniforms marched in rows, their boots drumming against the packed earth. Everywhere Albert looked, men were setting up tents, hoisting supplies, or laughing with each other as they jostled for space in the growing camp. The smell of boiled beef wafted from a massive catering tent, mingling with the scent of horses and freshly turned earth. The air was thick with excitement and nerves. Edgar stood at the edge of the chaos, hands on his hips, surveying the scene with a satisfied smile. “Quite the spectacle, isn’t it?” he said. “We’re really in it now. I’ve not slept in a tent since school, but I imagine this will be fun.” 
Charley, leaning against his motorcar with a smirk, shook his head. “Fun, you say? You’ve lost your mind. I’ve booked the honeymoon suite at the Hôtel de Ville for myself.” His voice carried an air of smugness. “Why on earth would I sleep on the ground when I could have velvet curtains and a real bed? ” Edgar raised an eyebrow. “You scoundrel! The honeymoon suite, no less? ” Charley laughed. “Of course. I planned ahead. Who knows how long we’ll be stuck out here? Might as well enjoy some luxury while I can.” Howard, a gangly young officer, and a friend to them both, had been listening quietly, grinned and nudged Charley. “Might be the best idea you’ve had. I’m not keen on this camping business either.” Edgar glanced between the two, his smile fading just a little. “We’ll see who’s laughing when you’re dragging yourselves back here in a day or two. But fine—enjoy your fancy hotel.” Charley gave a mock bow. “Don’t mind if I do…Let's see if there are some rooms left." The three of them shared a chuckle before climbing into Charley’s motorcar. The engine roared to life, and with a final wave, they sped off towards the city, leaving Albert and Max alone in the middle of the bustling camp. Max sat beside Albert, his ears twitching at the unfamiliar sounds. Albert watched the car disappear into the distance.
The drive into Armentières was far from quiet. Charley was at the wheel, his confident grip on the steering wheel mirroring the playful banter that filled the car. Edgar sat in the front, a smirk pulling at the corner of his mouth, while Howard lounged in the back, his boots up on the seat. “Well, boys, get ready to live like kings tonight!” Charley shouted above the noise of the engine. He was always one for luxury and excess, and his gleeful anticipation only heightened as the narrow streets of Armentières appeared before them. The town was bustling with soldiers and civilians alike, the war making its presence felt in every corner, yet life carried on. They pulled up in front of the Hôtel de Ville, an impressive building with its grand facade still retaining an air of faded elegance despite the strain of wartime. Charley stepped out of the car first, his eyes scanning the hotel with a satisfied nod. “Right then,” he said, adjusting his jacket as Edgar and Howard followed suit. “I’ve already got the honeymoon suite.” He gave Edgar a wink. “Now, let’s see what they’ve got left for you two.” 
The three of them strode through the hotel’s grand entrance, their muddy boots leaving faint traces on the marble floor as they made their way to the reception desk. The lobby was dimly lit, a chandelier swaying slightly overhead, casting long shadows on the walls. At the far end of the room, the bar gleamed under the low lights, but the receptionist at the desk barely glanced up from his ledger as the men approached. Edgar leaned forward on the counter, tapping it impatiently. “We need two rooms,” he said, his tone clipped. “We’re here on military business, so see to it that we’re taken care of.” The receptionist, a pale, wiry man with a tired expression, looked up slowly, his eyes flitting between Edgar and Howard before returning to his book. “I’m afraid we only have one room left, monsieur. The hotel is nearly full.” Howard’s brow furrowed, and he exchanged a glance with Edgar. “One room? ” he scoffed. “You must be joking.”
The receptionist shook his head politely but firmly. “Non, monsieur. Only one.” Edgar, his patience already thin, leaned across the desk and grabbed the guest book, pulling it towards him. “Well then, let’s see who’s staying here, shall we? ” He flipped through the pages, his eyes scanning the names written neatly in the ledger. Howard stood beside him, chuckling under his breath. “We’ll find someone to turf out,” Howard said, his voice a low mutter. “This place is crawling with second-rate officers.” The receptionist looked on, clearly displeased but too accustomed to such behaviour to protest openly. Edgar grinned as he ran his finger down the list of guests, a cruel satisfaction building as he eyed potential targets. 
Meanwhile, Charley, uninterested in the squabbling, wandered off to the bar. As he strolled into the dimly lit lounge area, his eyes caught sight of a distinguished-looking man seated at a table, a glass of whisky in one hand and a deck of cards being shuffled idly in the other. The man’s finely tailored suit set him apart from the usual hotel patrons, and his well-groomed appearance spoke of someone who took care to hide his vices. Charley recognised him — an American journalist, Edward Miller, presumably sent over to cover the war for his New York newspaper. 
Charley had met Miller years ago in London at one of those high-society soirées where the wine flowed as easily as the gossip. Miller had been in the city covering a political story for the paper, and Charley, back then a fresh-faced young man with a penchant for mischief, had been taken with the sharp-tongued American. Charley slid into the chair next to him, nodding to the bartender before turning his attention to the journalist. “Afternoon,” he said with a casual smile. “Care for a game? ” Miller looked up, his eyes glassy but alert.  “Do I know you ?” He asked, his voice slurring just slightly. His eyes were fixed on Charley, a faint smirk playing about his lips. A wave of recognition came over his face,  “London was it? That night at The Savoy? ”Charley chuckled, cutting the deck with practised ease. “You’ve got a good memory for someone who drinks as much as you do.” “Don’t we all? ” Miller replied and raised his glass in a mock toast. 
Miller gave Charley a slow, measured glance, his fingers drumming lightly on the deck of cards. “What’s the stake? ” he asked, his voice smooth, but with just a hint of a slur—a subtle giveaway from years of practiced drinking. Charley’s smirk widened as he leaned back in his chair. “How about this? ” he said, reaching into his coat and pulling out his revolver, placing it on the table with a soft clink. Miller barely blinked, dismissing the offer with a wave of his hand. “I’ve no use for a revolver.” Charley raised an eyebrow, then shrugged. “Alright, something more enticing. How about an exclusive tour of the British military camps? Off-limits to
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