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The worst, the absolute worst, was the smell. 

The cold was bad, cutting into his very bones like long sharp knives. The constant rain created the slimy mud that clung to his boots and weighed him down even more than his kit, that was bad. The rats, fat and clever, their beady eyes filled with a knowing look, their heads cocked to one side as if wondering how tasty, how tender he was going to be, they were bad. The incessant barrage from the Huns, shells bursting day and night, so loud his teeth rattled inside his head and his bones shook, that was bad.

But the smell was the worst of all. The sweet, bitter scent, so strong he could taste it, of rotting flesh. Rotting human flesh. Masses of it, surrounding him in all directions, from the thousands of dead bodies trapped and sinking in the mud. He was always afraid he’d drown in the reeking, disintegrating flesh of his brothers-at-arm and his enemies.

But that was then, when he was in the front-line trenches, before he’d been wounded and sent back. He promised himself then he’d never return.

But that was before he found out about Elena.

Now he was near again. The front was a mile away, and the guns were blasting, and he was in the very last place on earth he wanted to be. He stood at the top of an abandoned trench. Below him, he could see bits of bodies, hands and feet and other, less identifiable parts, sticking up through the thick mud. Some of the hands looked like they had just that instant, just when he’d started looking at them, just then stopped scrabbling at the muddy soil, almost like they were still trying to escape their fate even with all life drained from them. Feet, some bare, some encased in ragged boots, seemed to still be trying to run away from danger, from despair, from death itself.

But there was no escape from death. That is what he’d been taught. That is what he had believed.

Until he’d met the tall man with the white face and the anthracite eyes three nights ago. The man who introduced himself as Doctor Hezekiah Smith...and had offered Hopkins a miracle. 

Smith said it might just be possible to bring her back. His darling, his Elena DuPre, Hopkins could hold her in his arms again. He could hear her laugh, see the love in her eyes. 

There was a price. Naturally. Is not there always? 

But Captain Hopkins had been willing to pay anything, everything, to have his Elena back. 

He dropped the things he’d brought with him down into the trench, here nearly a mile from the front lines and empty—empty of living men, at least. But to put off that moment he’d been dreading, when he must follow down, down into the place he dreaded of all things, he began to remember...

I met her on 31 October, 1914, my first day in France, after I’d joined up, after the rush of training. I was a captain; that made me laugh a bit, to think of myself, Josiah Matthew Hopkins, a captain in his majesty’s army. We were all convinced the war would be over soon. We’d have the Hun on the run, wipe things up and be home by Christmas.

We weren’t. Not that Christmas nor the next...nor the next. 

And now we’ve been fighting and dying for years, and look to go on doing the same—for years. 

That had started it, of course. Dying; dead. Elena thought I was dead. She read, in the newspaper every day, the list of wounded, missing and dead. And she saw my name. Hopkins, Josiah M, Captain, Fifth Northumberland Fusiliers, missing, presumed dead.

Are there any sadder words in the language than presumed dead? Well, yes. When they told me Elena had taken arsenic so that she could join me in the next world—three days before I was found, wounded, wandering, confused, but remembering at last who I was and where I must go—three days before I could tell her I was not dead, presumed or otherwise.

But she was.

Dead. And gone.

Then the man in the little café, the man with the black, black eyes, told me he could bring her back to me.

Captain Hopkins shook the images away and looked around him, took a deep breath of the fresh spring air. The land, once green with life, was sere and battered and pitted, and in the distance he could just hear the boom boom of the German barrage.  

Then he looked down. Down into that pit of hell, that noisome grave of unburied men, that trench for which he and his brothers would fight and give their very lives, only to abandon it and go forward—or backward—to another, so alike as to be indistinguishable. 

The Great War had created this unholy way of death.

Let the Great War take all responsibility. 

It was time. He had to do this thing; he had no other choice. He had to bring Elena back. 

Hopkins started down the rickety wooden ladder that led into the depths of his own personal hell. He had vowed never to return to a trench. 

That was before he’d found out she died. Now, he would do what he must. 

At the bottom, the smell was stronger. He pulled his scarf up over his face and gathered up the things he’d brought with him. 

Two large buckets, with tight-fitting lids. 

And a shovel.

He found a good spot almost at once. It was impossible to take all the dead men from the trenches, whether friend or enemy, so often, the bodies were simply piled in out-of-the-way side trenches and left to decay...and to the rats. 

His boots squelching in mud that was more rotted flesh than dirt, he began to methodically fill his buckets with the thick, viscous matter that Smith said he needed. Needed as raw material. Needed to bring Elena back. 

Needed to make her live again.

* *
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THE AIR IN THE SMALL café was thick with smoke and the scents of unwashed men and cheap wine. Hopkins peered through the murk until he saw Smith, in the most distant, darkest corner, a bottle and two glasses on the table before him.

Hopkins made his way through the milling mass and pulled the opposite chair out, sat down, and poured thin sour wine into both glasses. 

“Good evening, captain.” Smith’s voice was smooth and low, with a hint of an accent. “I take it you have obtained...the necessary?”

Hopkins upturned the glass and drained it in a single gulp, then reached for the bottle. 

“I have,” he said after another glass followed the first. He shuddered. “And may God forgive me.”

“God, my dear sir, has nothing to do with it. He—if indeed He exists—did not start this war, Man did. And what Man provides us, we shall use.” Smith sipped his wine and made a face. “Do you have my payment?”

“I do.” Hopkins took an envelope out of his pocket and passed it across the table. “It’s all I could get my hands on for the moment but, by god, if you can do what you say, it’s worth it.”

Smith just took the envelope and smiled as he tucked it into his jacket. 

The captain waited, but Smith continued merely to smile. 

When he could stand the silence no longer, Hopkins rapped out, “When?” 

Smith cocked his head to one side, giving his smile an odd cantilever. “Eager, aren’t we, sir?”

“When, damn you?” 

“What about...in three days time?”

“What about tonight?” Hopkins demanded as he filled his own glass yet again. 

Smith raised one long-fingered hand, the skin as white as paper against his dark sleeve. 

“Tonight is not...propitious, captain. Three days—or rather, three nights from now. Meet me in the abandoned chapel at the edge of the village.”

“The one with half its roof missing?”

Smith nodded. “That is indeed the one. Bring the...material. And I shall need something of hers. A lock of hair, perhaps? I suspect you have such a thing about you, do you not?”

“I do.” Hopkins poured the last of the wine in his glass and drained it. “I’ll be there. What time?”

“Just before midnight, my dear sir,” said Smith.

The pale man’s eyes, black as coal, seemed for a moment to shine from within, as if they reflected some internal hellfire. He rose and disappeared into the crowd. 

Hopkins shook his head and eyed his glass. This wine must be stronger than he’d thought. No man has internal fires. Must have been some chance reflection of an open fireplace. He turned around, surveyed the room. 

There was no fire.

* *
[image: ]


THE FIRST TWO NIGHTS passed at last, though the time dragged like an overloaded cart pulled by mules with broken legs. Finally, the sun sank on the third night. 

Hopkins sat in the small room he’d rented from a local farmer. He sipped wine as he fondled the black lock of Elena’s hair—all he had left of her. He remembered that hair, so long that, when she unbound it from her usual braids, she could sit on it. He remembered how it would fall over his face in bed when she leaned over him, the smell like a thousand orchards, sweet and rich. 

In the other room, the farmer’s old clock bonged eleven times. Hopkins looked out the uncurtained window onto darkness. It was a five-minute walk to the old chapel. 

But he would be heavily burdened.

And he could wait no longer. If...if, what a small and yet supremely powerful word!—if indeed this Smith could do as he promised, then before the clock ticked off two more hours, Hopkins would hold his own, his darling Elena in his arms again. 

He tucked the lock of hair carefully into an inside pocket, then grabbed the handle of one heavy bucket in each hand and began his short journey.

It took longer than five minutes, far longer. The thin metal handles kept cutting into his palms; his hands would tingle and go numb, and he’d have to put the buckets down to shake some
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