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			Other Books by Frank Rockland

			 
			Forging the Weapon

			A Canadian Expeditionary Force Novel

			1914

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

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

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

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

		 
		Hammering the Blade

			A Canadian Expeditionary Force Novel

			1915




	 
			The Canadians are being hammered on two fronts.

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

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

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

	
			
			
			
			Fire on the Hill 

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

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

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

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

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

			

			
			





			Author’s Note

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

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

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

			JANUARY 3, 1916
PRIME MINISTER’S HOME, GLENSMERE, OTTAWA

			
			“Don't bring me any work for the next few days,” groaned Sir Robert Borden.

			“Yes, Prime Minister,” Austin Blount replied as he stood in Borden’s bedroom. Borden did not look well. He was lying in his bed with his back propped up by a couple of pillows.

			“Lean forward,” said the nurse as she slipped a hot water bottle underneath Borden’s lower back. Borden moaned and tensed when a back spasm struck. The tension began to ease when the heat from the bottle started taking effect. Since New Year’s Eve, Borden had been confined to his bed, unable to move.

			“Is your back improving?” Blount asked. He had known Borden for nearly twenty years. First, as Sir Charles Tupper’s private secretary, he had dealings with Borden as a freshman MP. Later, when Tupper handed the leadership of the Conservative Party to Borden, he had helped in the transition. He had been with the new leader ever since. Blount felt a moment of regret when he thought of Sir Charles. He had passed away last October and lain in state in Halifax. Tupper had been a great man and was the last Father of Confederation.

			“The pain has lessened somewhat. I just can’t seem to concentrate. I can barely read more than a few minutes. And after which I can’t remember what I was reading.”

			“What does Dr. Laidlaw have to say?”

			Borden pulled his blanket higher before he answered. “He indicated that it was the sciatic nerve giving me trouble. It seems that my liver and kidneys are not functioning properly. The poisons are running through my system. They’ve been applying hot water bottles and linseed poultices every hour, unceasingly.”

			“It’s what the doctor ordered,” stated the nurse, catching Blount’s attention. From her bedside manner, she seemed to be efficient. “The doctor also gave me a hypodermic injection for you, which you refused to take.”

			“It was four in the morning,” Borden snapped. 

			The nurse didn’t appear to be fazed by the prime minister’s temper. “I’ll check on Lady Borden,” she said as she sailed out of the room.

			“How is Lady Borden?” Blount inquired. The Bordens had vacationed in Atlantic City over the Christmas holidays. It was on their return, when they had a layover in New York City, that Lady Borden was taken ill.

			Borden replied with a concerned sigh, “She seems to be better today. Yesterday, she was running a bit of a fever. She’s still pretty weak.”

			“I’m sorry to hear that. Please give Lady Borden my best wishes. I’m sure that her health will improve.”

			“Thank you, Austin,” replied Borden. “How was the New Year’s levee?”

			Blount hoped Borden didn’t notice his expression of dismay. “There was the usual line-up. It ran from his office in the East Block to the gate entrance. Every one of note was in attendance. They all wanted a brief word with the governor general.”

			“I assume he was in his usual field marshal’s uniform.”

			“Of course,” replied Blount. He then reached into his leather satchel and withdrew a note with the governor general’s seal on it.

			“What’s that?”

			“It’s a note from Colonel Stanton.” 

			Borden grimaced and groaned. Colonel Stanton was the governor general’s military secretary. Borden had experienced several unpleasant run-ins with the colonel. “And Doctor Laidlaw has advised me to avoid mental strain. What’s he complaining about now?”

			“It’s about your New Year’s message,” Blount replied.

			Borden blinked at Blount. “As far as I’m aware, my message was well received.” It had been published in the newspapers, and he had George Perley, the Canadian high commissioner in London, convey it to the troops. In the message, he had conveyed his sentiments that Canada had been inspired by their bravery, their splendid gallantry, and his confidence that their cause was just and victory was assured. 

			“It seems that he has been informed the message had not been cleared with the O.C.,” Blount said as he handed him the note.

			Blount saw the annoyance appear on his leader’s face as he read it. He looked up at Blount as he handed the note back to him. “Can you take a message for me?”

			“Of course, Prime Minister,” he replied as he took one of his notebooks out of his briefcase.

			“Write down exactly what I’m about to say,” Borden ordered, and dictated his response.

			Blount winced as he took down what Borden said. He wondered if there was any way that he could clean it up before he delivered the terse message to the governor general’s military secretary.

			
			
			JANUARY 8, 1916
RICHMOND FUSILIERS HEADQUARTERS, SAINT-JANS-CAPPEL

			
			Major Llewellyn was smoking his pipe outside the Fusiliers’ HQ when a staff car drove up. He watched as it parked near Lieutenant-Colonel Tennison’s vehicle in the farmhouse’s courtyard. A couple of armed NCOs got out of the front while a major, a captain, and a French officer clambered out of the back.

			He wasn’t particularly happy to see Major Wallace, the paymaster for the Canadian 1st Division, especially since Llewellyn was in a particularly foul mood. That was why he had decided to take a five-minute break. He had spent most of the morning arguing with one of his captains concerning his rank. The Corps, fortunately or unfortunately, had an abundance of senior officers. The problem was that there weren’t sufficient slots in the combat regiments for all the captains, majors, and colonels that were available. Llewellyn would gladly have offered the captain a lieutenant’s slot. He had a desperate need for lieutenants. That was why he was sending NCOs to the Corps officer training program. The stubborn captain’s refusal didn’t give him any option but to inform the man that he would be transferring him back to Shorncliffe, the Canadian training depot.

			“Looking for me, Major?” Llewellyn asked. Major Wallace was rather young for a paymaster. He was in his late twenties early thirties, with a thin moustache and angular features. Prior to the war, he would have been a lowly lieutenant at his age.

			“Yes, I am,” he answered. “Do you have a moment?”

			“Sure,” Llewellyn said. “Come inside.”

			The Fusiliers had been set up in an old farmhouse about a kilometre from the Saint-Jans-Cappel village. He could see the church steeple above the tree line in the distance. The village was a small one, about nineteen hundred souls. The Fusiliers had been billeted here ever since they were relieved from trench duty the week before.

			Llewellyn led them through the main reporting centre, where the NCOs were answering the phones and reading messages, to the small bedroom they had converted into a conference room. There was a battered table in the middle surrounded by six mismatched chairs.

			“This isn’t about one of my officers’ pay, is it?” Llewellyn demanded. He and the major had been going back and forth concerning the pay of one of his officers. One of his other captains was supposed to have been paid as a lieutenant, and they had demanded he repay the difference, nearly eight hundred dollars. They had finally tracked it down to a clerical error that had been made at Valcartier.

			“No, not that,” the major replied. “I would like to introduce you to Captain Tyrrell. He’s replacing Captain Grant, who is being transferred to London. I’m helping familiarize him with his duties. And this is Lieutenant Francois Goulet, our French interpreter.”

			“Captain, Lieutenant,” Llewellyn replied. The captain appeared to be the same age as the major, with a thin frame and sandy brown hair. He had the same pale complexion as Wallace that indicated that he spent most of his time indoors. The French officer was a bit old to be a lieutenant. He was dressed in the standard French uniform. His badge was the image of an Egyptian sphinx that told Llewellyn he was an officer in the French Army’s interpreter unit. The unit dated from Napoleon’s invasion of Egypt, where he needed interpreters to deal with the locals. The unit had continued this role ever since. Now, it was providing liaison between the Corps and the locals. They interviewed captured German prisoners and translated captured German documents. Llewellyn thought it rather ironic that Hughes’s discouragement of French-Canadian recruitment meant they were reliant on the French to supply them with interpreters. 

			“First, I have received a request from a French farmer who claimed that one of your men damaged his house.”

			“Yeah.” Llewellyn snorted. “It’s a bit of a nuisance. It’s a case of he said/he said. I had no choice but to forward it to you.”

			“I’m afraid that Lieutenant Goulet and I could not locate the farmer. Would you happen to know where we may locate him?”

			Llewellyn shrugged. “I have no idea. But I’m not surprised. I got the impression he just wanted some quick cash.”

			Wallace pursed his lips. “We’ll leave it in the accounts as a liability. If he doesn’t make a subsequent claim, we’ll retire it.”

			“Sounds fine.”

			“The other matter I need to discuss is that some of your officers have been coming to us for requisitions. I would greatly appreciate it if they would give us an advance warning. When they show up, we don’t have the appropriate funds waiting for them. It’s been causing delays in dispersing the monies, and it has been difficult keeping our accounts in order.” 

			Llewellyn raised an eyebrow. Captain Tyrell interjected, “We’re the ones getting the complaints from the men when they don’t get their money on time.” 

			“Well, we can’t have that. I’ll pass that along in the daily orders,” replied Llewellyn with a hint of a smile. “I like to keep the men happy if I can.”

			“And I would like any of the cheques you currently have returned to us,” Wallace stated.

			“Why?” asked Llewellyn. “Is there a problem with them?”

			“No, no,” Wallace said as he waved his hands to reassure him. “We’re replacing the current cheques with these new ones.” He pulled out a chequebook from his leather satchel and handed it to the major. Llewellyn flipped the book, and judging by the sequence numbers, there appeared to be about a hundred cheques in it. On each cheque, near the blank amount field, was printed Not to exceed 20 pounds.

			Tyrell said, “These will be more efficient, since your pay people will not have to maintain multiple cheque books.” Llewellyn nodded in agreement. The previous leave cheques had preprinted amounts on them from 1 to 20 pounds. It had been a nuisance, since they frequently ran out of the lower-denomination ones. 

			“What about cash?” Llewellyn asked as he handed the book back to the major.

			“We will continue to supply cash. In fact, I have here your weekly allotment,” Wallace said as he pulled out several large bundles of French francs from his briefcase and placed it on the desk.

			“They are all five francs?” Llewellyn asked as he examined the bundles. The one thing he noticed was the lack of a Colt .45 in Wallace’s satchel. He remembered the paymaster major at Valcartier Camp who had taken one out just before the bank notes came out of his case. 

			“The men seem to prefer them,” remarked Wallace. “We do have a few bundles of fifty francs for the requisition officers. They need them for paying the locals for the supplies they ordered.”

			“Good, I’ll pass them along to my pay people,” said Llewellyn. “I was going to ask. Our men have been complaining that they can’t seem to exchange their paper francs for silver.”

			“We have noticed the same thing. We could not find the reasons for the scarcity of silver. I’ve spoken with the French authorities, but they don’t have any ideas why it is happening.”

			“Are the locals hoarding them?” asked Llewellyn as he turned to the French lieutenant. “What do you think?”

			The lieutenant frowned as all three officers turned their heads toward him. He said, “We are a practical people. Some do not trust paper.”

			“So, if the Germans break through they could use silver rather than paper,” stated Llewellyn.

			“Oui, c’est possible,” the lieutenant reluctantly agreed.

			“Do they know something that we don’t?” asked Wallace with a touch of concern.

			“I certainly hope not,” replied Llewellyn.

			
			JANUARY 8, 1916
OBSTACLE COURSE, SAINT-JANS-CAPPEL

		 
			“Present smoke helmets!” ordered Lieutenant Morley, who was standing in front of the obstacle course. Behind the lieutenant, straw-filled dummies were swaying slightly as they hung from wooden frames.

			Sergeant Duval clamped down on a smile that tried to escape. The brigade-major was standing beside the young lieutenant. Neither one would have missed it if he had. Both of them would have wondered why, for different reasons, he was smiling. 

			Morley was relatively new to the Fusiliers. He had arrived shortly before the New Year from the Bramshott Training Depot. For a change, the young officer knew what the pointy thing at the end of the rifle was used for. In fact, he was a product of the Canadian Officers Training Corps the Department of Militia and Defence had established at McGill University in 1912. Duval didn’t hold it against the twenty-two-year old when he found out the lieutenant was in the Arts program, with a major in History, before he volunteered.

			Duval had been pleasantly surprised when he suggested to Morley that it might be a good idea to have the smoke helmets inspected. The lieutenant had been rather hesitant about his suggestion. Morley had taken command of the platoon just a couple of days after it was pulled out of the trenches. He had wanted to get the men to the ranges to sharpen their musketry skills first. Before he dismissed it out of hand, he had actually asked why he made it.

			“Well,” Duval had said, “The brigade-major is rather fond of snap inspections. What I’ve heard was that he wasn’t very happy with the state of the smoke helmets that he saw with the other sections?”

			“I see,” said Lieutenant Morley. “You think our section is next?”

			Duval had answered with a shrug. 

			“Hmm,” the lieutenant had murmured and given him a thoughtful look. He had heard about what had happened with the last officer who displeased the major. Morley had been quite diligent with the trench foot inspections. 

			It was a good thing they had. Some of the men’s tube helmets had cracked or had foggy lenses. Others had dried out to the point that the chemicals the canvas had been dipped in to protect the men from chlorine, sulphur dioxide, nitrous oxide, and other noxious gases were no longer effective. The ones with the problematic lenses had been returned to stores for replacement, while the dried-out ones had been sent to the regiment’s chemical officer to get them rebathed with the appropriate protective agents. 

			The situation wasn’t as bad as it seemed, since the men had been issued with two smoke helmets. All thirty men in the platoon had pulled out the ones from the waterproof canvas pouches attached to their webbing, which they were wearing overtop their overcoats. It was January. While not as cold as the Canadian winters that they were used to it, was still cold enough for them to see their breath. They all wore wool caps under their steel helmets, since the metal didn’t provide much insulation against the cold.

			“And the second one as well, please,” the lieutenant instructed.

			Sergeant Duval unbuttoned his overcoat and reached into his service jacket. When the first smoke helmets were issued, a problem arose. How could the men carry them so they would be easily accessible during a gas attack alert? The Second Army’s solution was a rather obvious one: they simply issued to every man a ten-by-seven-inch cloth patch with two buttons. The patch was to be sewn inside their jackets, on the left side, to create a pocket. The right side already had one; it held their field dressing. The men had gotten busy with their housewives, with a variety of results. For some, the pricked, bleeding fingers from the sewing needles were too much, so they simply hired some of the local women to do the work for a few centimes. 

			Last October, a new smoke helmet, designated P, had been issued to replace the hypo helmet. The new ones had a goggle-like lens replacing the single rectangular plastic window of the hypos. It also had a mouthpiece to reduce lens fogging when the men breathed. That was one of the reasons the men hated wearing them during bayonet drills. They had been ordered to keep the current hypos as a backup in case there were failures with the new Ps. The latest rumours were that an updated version, the PH helmet, would be issued soon. This meant that the hypos would be permanently removed from service.

			When the lieutenant and the major disappeared from the corner of his eye, he could hear the crunching of their footsteps on the frozen ground as they continued their inspection. Major Llewellyn asked someone, “What’s the first thing that you do when you hear the gas alarm?”

			Duval glanced at the Klaxon horn located on a post near the hanging straw dummies. It was painted grey, and its wood handle crank was much polished from use. There were two other types the Corps used to give the alert of an impending gas attack: the Norwegian foghorn, which was a large box with a crank handle on the side, and the Strombus air horn, which used compressed air to drive the horn. The horns had been strategically placed every four to five hundred feet to ensure once the alarm was sounded, everyone could hear them.

			“Put on my tube helmet, sir,” replied the private behind him. 

			Duval tried hard not to laugh, but a chuckle escaped. He could hear a few of the men in the review trying to cough to cover their guffaws.

			“Private Simmons, that is not what the major meant,” Morley replied angrily. Llewellyn must have waved his objections away, because the lieutenant stopped berating the boy.

			“And after you put on your tube helmet?” the major asked. Duval could hear amusement in his tone.

			“We empty our rifles toward the enemy trenches,” Private Simmons replied.

			“The purpose of firing at the enemy trenches?”

			“To minimize the impact that the gas will have on our rifles and to discourage the enemy from launching an attack.”

			“Very good,” the major said as his footsteps continued for a few more steps. “Private Reid, is it? I see that you’re the telephone operator.”

			“Yes, sir.”

			“What are your instructions?”

			“Once I’ve put on my tube helmet, I’m to inform HQ and the sections on my left and right of the attack. Also, I’m to provide the artillery with the coordinates of the trenches that the Germans are using to launch their gas attack so they can bombard them.”

			“Good, very good,” replied Major Llewellyn.

			“May I ask a question, sir?” Duval heard the private ask. 

			Duval could hear Morley suck in his breath before the major said, “You may.”

			“How do we know when it’s safe to remove our tube helmets, sir? My telephone receiver will be under my helmet. The only way to find out if it is safe is to take my helmet off,” Reid pointed out.

			Duval heard the major’s sigh. “I’m afraid that it’s the only thing we can do right now. The Second Army has its chemical officers looking at providing some kind of means to determine if the air is clean. Something that will change colour, perhaps. Until they do…” Duval could hear the major’s shrug.

			He grimaced at the news. It meant that someone would have to be the canary to determine when it was safe for the other men to remove their gas helmets.

			
			JANUARY 9, 1916
DUCHESS OF CONNAUGHT RED CROSS HOSPITAL, TAPLOW

			
			“Okay, take him to surgery immediately,” said Samantha Lonsdale after she had read the tag on the man’s left breast. The administration entrance was filling rapidly with the incoming patients. The alert they had received was to expect a hundred and sixty wounded coming in from the Dardanelles.

			She felt somewhat out of her element, though not because of the number of patients or the injuries she was seeing. Sadly, that she was quite familiar with. No, the reason for her discomfort was that she had arrived at the hospital only two days earlier. She had received orders from the Nursing Service in London transferring her to Taplow from the Moore Barracks Military Hospital at Shorncliffe.

			When she arrived, she had reported to the hospital’s CO, Lieutenant-Colonel Correll, and Matron Campbell, to whom she had been assigned. She had been given a brief orientation and a history of the hospital before she started her assignment. She barely had time to send a letter to James to let him know that she had been transferred. She was afraid that his letters would continue to go to Shorncliffe and wondered how long it would be until his correspondence found its way to her.

			The hospital itself was located in Cliveden, at the Astor estate. The Astors had offered their home to the War Office as a hospital. The War Office had agreed and asked the Canadian Army to provide the medical staff while the Canadian Red Cross provided equipment and medical supplies. Maintenance was to be paid by the War Office. 

			She had actually met Lady Astor, briefly, in October 1914 when the first contingent arrived in England. When she and the other nurses had disembarked at Plymouth, Lady Astor was on hand with pans of Devonshire cream for them. She shook her head. It seemed such a long time ago. She had known that they were wealthy, but she didn’t realize how wealthy they were until she saw their four-storey mansion with its tennis courts, manicured lawns, and gardens. 

			The first wards had been built on the tennis courts. Since then, the hospital had expanded to a thousand-bed facility. The building she was standing in was just south of the courts. Its five wards had been built in a butterfly configuration. The walls were half of wood and half glass. The windows ran the full length of the building, giving the patients plenty of light and air. 

			“Miss! Can I have something for the pain?” asked the corporal she was examining. According to the tag, he had been shot in the chest. He had received medical care at Gibraltar and aboard the medical ship that had transported him. From the tension she could see on his face, he was in great pain. She turned to the tray next to the nurse’s station and saw that the morphine supply was rather low. They had a couple of doses left in the small green bottle. She glanced around the room to call an orderly or nursing sister when she spotted two VADs standing near the window, looking rather lost. She beckoned them over. She had met them briefly when the Honourable Clifford Shifton and Lady Minto had come to inspect the hospital.

			She had forgotten their names. They hadn’t impressed her much. They were the latest crop of upper-class young ladies who had been inspired to volunteer when British nurse Edith Cavell was executed by the Germans last October, to worldwide outrage. Cavell had been a matron at the St. Gilles hospital in Brussels when the war broke out. She had been famous for treating the wounded, Allied and German, equally. The Germans had her arrested for helping British soldiers escape German-occupied Belgium. She was found guilty and sentenced to death by a firing squad.

			The brunette Samantha thought might have potential, but she felt the girl with chestnut hair liked the idea of being a VAD but didn’t want to do the work. Both of them had the dazed look of being overwhelmed by the hectic activity that swirled in the admitting ward. Normally, Samantha would be tolerant with the trainees. However, the Nursing Service frowned on using the VADs for nursing duties. With one hundred and sixty men coming in and being short-staffed, she didn’t have the time or the inclination to coddle them. 

			“Run to the infirmary and get me more morphine,” Samantha ordered. She shifted her attention to the next patient that the stretcher bearers had wheeled in to her left. “Take him to the fifth ward,” she stated after reading the medical tag. She turned right to see how the corporal was doing when she bumped into the brunette. “You’re still here? What’s the problem?”

			“We don’t know where the dispensary is, ma’am,” replied the brunette with a flushed face. In truth, neither did Samantha, but she wasn’t about to admit it. Besides, it would be good to test her initiative. “I would suggest you ask someone and be quick about it.”

			“Yes, Matron,” she replied as she curtsied and headed toward the main building. Samantha saw her stop an orderly to ask where the dispensary was. She then walked briskly in the general direction the man had indicated. Samantha then returned to the chestnut girl to figure out what to do with her.

			“Have you ever given an injection before?”

			“No, ma’am,” the girl replied.

			“It’s about time you learned.”

			“Now!” she gulped.

			“Good a time as any,” replied Samantha. She hoped that the girl didn’t faint at the sight of blood. That would be all she needed. She lifted a syringe and a green morphine bottle from the tray. She handed it to the VAD, who took it gingerly.

			“The standard dosage is ten milligrams. Plunge the needle into the bottle and draw the medicine out until it reaches the mark on the glass.” Samantha watched as she complied. “Not too much. Good. Push on the plunger so one or two drops appear on the needle. We want to make sure that there aren’t any air bubbles in the syringe.”

			“If there is?” asked the VAD.

			“That would not be a good thing. Now find the vein,” Samantha instructed as she took the corporal’s arm. She gave him a smile and winked. When he returned her wink, she knew he understood that sometimes you had to throw the raw recruits into the deep end. Despite that, she could feel his arm tense. “Do you see the vein?”

			“Yes, Matron.”

			“Now gently push the needle in and then the plunger.”

			The man’s arm became stiffer when he saw the VAD’s hands shaking as she tried to administer the injection. She had to take a couple of pokes before she got the vein. Just as she pushed the plunger, a pan dropped. The loud clang caused her to spasm. The VAD stared in horror when she saw that the needle had snapped in half. The half in the arm was slowly beading drops of blood. “Oh my God! Oh my God!” she yelled in a panic.

			“Quit that!” Samantha ordered. It didn’t inspire their patient’s confidence having attendants panicking over a simple broken needle. Now, if an artery had been severed that would be a different story. To calm the VAD, Samantha ordered, “Go get some forceps.”

			When she returned, she attempted to hand them to the matron. Samantha shook her head. “You broke it, you fix it.”

			Samantha watched as the needle was extracted. “Now clean it with antiseptic and put a plaster on it.”

			“Yes, Matron.”

			“No more hysterics,” Samantha said sternly.

			“Yes, ma’am.”

			With luck, both VADs would be gone by the end of the day, Samantha thought as she watched the girl put a plaster on the corporal’s arm. If not, she might find some use for them cleaning bed pans.

			
			





			CHAPTER 2

			JANUARY 15, 1916
SNIPER TRAINING SCHOOL, MONT DES CATS

			
			“What the hell are you using?” demanded Sergeant Duval.

			Major Llewellyn turned his head to his left to see a private lying in a prone shooting position nearby. The private was looking up at Sergeant Duval as he was crouching beside him. His binoculars were bouncing gently against the sergeant’s chest as he leaned down.

			“Why?” asked the private. Llewellyn knew the private’s name, Toby Rose, from Innisfil, Ontario. He didn’t know much about him since he was new. 

			“You’re missing the fucking target,” retorted Duval. “Let me see your ammo.”

			Rose lifted up slightly as he pulled out a charger from his ammo pouch and handed it to the sergeant.

			“Mark sixes,” Duval said when he saw the bullets’ round shapes. “That figures. Did you zero your rifle for the mark six or the seven?”

			“No, Sergeant. I didn’t know that I was supposed to do that,” Rose said.

			Duval’s head dipped slightly in disgust. “The six will drop nearly ten inches at two hundred yards. The seven will only drop half that.”

			“It does?”

			“Yes, it does. Didn’t you listen during my instructions?” Duval replied curtly. “Never mind! It makes a difference between a miss and a kill.”

			“I didn’t know that. How do I zero my rifle?” the private asked as he looked at the sights on his rifle.

			Llewellyn could see Duval clench his jaw for thirty seconds. His face was reddening. “Wait!” Duval went over to a table on which several rifles were laid. He picked up a Lee-Enfield then returned to the prone soldier. “Try this one,” Duval said as they exchanged weapons. “Tomorrow’s fucking lesson will be on how to fucking zero your rifle.”

			“Yes, Sergeant,” Rose replied as he pushed a charger in the Lee-Enfield’s open breech. He then fired five slow rounds.

			Peering through the binoculars, Duval grunted, “That’s a little bit better. And I mean a little bit.” Rose accepted the faint praise stoically.

			Duval then moved the lens slightly and examined the major’s paper target. He smiled. “Good shooting, Major.”

			“Thanks,” replied the major as he affectionately patted his Ross.

			“I told you it makes a great sniper rifle,” Duval said.

			Major Llewellyn chuckled. The Canadian Corps was slowly, too slowly for some, phasing out the Ross. One advantage the Ross had over the Lee-Enfield was its long-range accuracy. A competent shooter could hit a target at six hundred yards.

			“Do you want to try one with a scope?”

			“Sure,” replied the major. He pulled the bolt back and locked it into place, indicating that it was empty and safe. He then rose to his feet and followed Duval back to the table.

			He felt the wind pick up. He glanced at the tops of the surrounding poplar trees to gauge how strong it was, since it would affect a bullet’s long-range trajectory. The trees that normally hid the small hamlets that surrounded the five-hundred-foot-tall hill they called Mont des Cats were denuded. The wind buffeted what remained of an old windmill. Above the frozen broken fan blades was a medieval abbey perched on the summit. It was currently being used as a military hospital.

			“The wind is pushing towards the southwest,” remarked Duval.

			“Yeah,” replied the major. “What do you have for me?”

			“Take your pick,” Duval said, pointing to two Rosses with attached telescopic sights.

			“Nice,” said Llewellyn as he picked up the first one with a long, thin blackened steel tube.

			“That one has the Winchester A5 scope,” said Duval. 

			Llewellyn raised the rifle, pointing it downrange. The sight was mounted on the left side. That allowed him to use the Ross’s standard sights and chargers. When he peered through the lens, the target jumped out at him. When he made an adjustment, the image sharpened. 

			“What’s the magnification?”

			“Five.”

			“And this one?” Llewellyn said as he replaced the rifle on the table and picked up the second one. The sight was a black, boxy affair with two knobs and a rubber eyepiece.

			“This has a prismatic Warner & Swasey sight. It has a slightly better magnification, nearly six.”

			“It’s heavy,” said Llewellyn as he raised it to his eye.

			“It adds two pounds to the rifle. It also has wind and elevation knobs. The shooter will need to rest it on sandbags for accuracy.”

			Llewellyn hefted it for a moment then said, “I see you have some Lee-Enfields.”

			“Yeah,” Duval replied in a noncommittal tone.

			“How’s the instruction coming along?” Llewellyn asked, changing the subject. 

			“Major, that was a dirty trick.” 

			“What dirty trick?”

			“Volunteering me for the job.”

			“You were pretty handy with that Ross of yours.”

			“Thanks for the babysitting job.”

			“Ah.” Llewellyn nodded in understanding. “The students?”

			“Yeah, the students.”

			“The same old.”

			“Yeah! Half the students can’t pass the basic target shooting test, since most of their rifles and sights aren’t set correctly. And they don’t even know how to do it.”

			“I see,” replied Llewellyn. The Canadian Corps had set up the sniper school to help train men to counter the effectiveness of the German snipers. The corps had some excellent sharpshooters, but the quality varied from unit to unit. The intent of the course was to standardize a basic syllabus, identify the best skilled men, and train them with the skills that corps desperately needed. 

			“We’re not getting the more experienced men volunteering,” Duval pointed out.

			“I can fix that,” replied Llewellyn. “At least with the Richmond Fusiliers.” The more experienced men didn’t feel they needed additional training, since they already knew how to shoot. There was more to being a sniper than that — a lot more.

			“What’s the syllabus for the next few days?”

			“Most of tomorrow will be teaching them to zero their rifles. After that, compensating for windage and elevation, concealment, stalking, map reading, and observation.”

			“Sounds good,” replied the major.

			“Well, then you better get your butt back down to it,” Duval ordered. He then added, “Sir.”

			“Yes, Sergeant,” Llewellyn replied with a grin.

			
			JANUARY 21, 1916
MILITARY POLICE DETENTION CELL, LONDON

			
			“Ryan! Paul Ryan!” yelled the burly MP as he jangled a set of iron keys set in a large ring.

			“Yeah,” Paul replied from the back of the crowded cell.

			“You’re being released,” the MP said as he turned the key and opened the cell door. A second guard, just as large but older, with white hair, had taken a wary position near the door. He was slapping a wooden truncheon into his hand, signalling to the rest of the inmates if they tried something it would make his day.

			“It’s about bloody time,” Paul muttered as he pushed his way to the door.

			The cell was overcrowded with Brits, Australians, and Canadians who had run afoul of the military police while on leave in London. Most of them were being held on minor charges such as breaches of the uniform regulations, AWOL, brawling, and public drunkenness. Those who were charged with serious crimes were held in different cells.

			“When the hell am I getting out?” slurred a British Tommy who still hadn’t slept off the previous night’s bingeing. 

			“When you’re sober or hell freezes over!” retorted the MP as he relocked the cell door.

			The MP led Paul down the corridor to the release desk. The Metropolitan London Police were sharing the station with the British Army’s Military Police. The station’s cells temporarily held the men until they were, depending on the charges, transported to their units for trial and punishment.

			At the front desk sat a Metropolitan Police staff sergeant who looked like he wanted to go home to rest his tired posterior. 

			“Lieutenant Paul Ryan, Canadian Corps?” he said as he stared at him with flat eyes. “You’re free to go.” He indicated the exit with one of his hands.

			Paul stared at the sergeant, the MPs, and the door. He was warring inside as to whether he should lodge a complaint about his treatment. After all, he hadn’t done anything wrong, and they had ruined the ten-day leave Major Masterley had finally managed to get for him. It had been a reward for the hard work he had been putting in before he was to report to the new mortar units the Canadian Corps was forming. When the major had handed him the pass, he said with a grin, “It might be time to get your ashes hauled.”

			After that, he didn’t have much time to get ready, since he needed to contact the paymaster to request leave pay. He had an anxious two days until it was authorized and he got his hands on the fifty francs, the maximum they were allowed to hand over in cash. He also got a cheque for twenty pounds, which he could take to the Bank of Montreal in London. Once he had gotten the money, he hustled to the G.S. wagon that was making its weekly run to the train station at Abeele. The cobblestone road rattled his tailbone, although he had set his ass on his kit bag. He had taken the afternoon train to Le Havre and made the ferry to Folkestone in plenty of time, but he had to sit anxiously at the train station for several hours as they loaded the wounded onto the ambulance trains. The casualties took priority over all other traffic. 

			It was dark when he got to Waterloo Station in central London. The station had an eerie feel, since London was blacked out because of the Zeppelin raids. Light was provided by the luggage handlers and railway personnel using lanterns and torches to show the disembarking troops their way to the exits. Most were like him, on leave, anxious to enjoy what London had to offer to men with cash in their pockets. He had passed troops going the other way. From what he could tell, most of them had looked exhausted from having too much of a good time. Some of them looked tense and sombre, since they knew what they were facing when they returned to the front.

			He had been concerned when he discovered how large the train station was. It was actually three stations: North, Central, and South. He had asked Maggie to meet him at the front entrance so they could spend the week together. It was nearly a year since he had last seen her at her family’s farm near Salisbury Plain. He had been pleased that she accepted when he sent her a gram asking her if she would join him. He remembered from their talks that she wanted to visit London to see the sights and visit her aunt.

			He had an itinerary planned for the week, with visits to London’s tourist attractions and theatres. It hadn’t taken long at the train station for the MPs to start giving him the eye. He didn’t know how long he would have had before he would be asked to move it along. He was concerned about the discolouration from where his sergeant stripes used to be on his sleeves, but in the poor light he hoped no one would notice. 

			Paul had become really concerned when an MP stationed himself directly in front of him but was relieved when in the early morning light he finally spotted Maggie enter the train station from the street. She was dressed in a tweed jacket and ankle-length skirt. Her outfit had been topped by a beige hat trimmed with cloth flowers. He should have known that his leave would not go well, since it had started on the wrong foot. 

			“Where have you been?” she exclaimed when she finally spotted him.

			“I’m sorry,” he answered in chagrin. “I didn’t realize how big the station was.”

			“Humph,” she said. Paul could see that she was about to continue a complaint when she decided to put on a happy face.

			“Did you find your aunt’s place?” he asked.

			“I did. She’s in East London. She has a small flat with my uncle and my two cousins.” 

			“I see,” Paul said. He had hoped he could have stayed with her, but it didn’t sound like there would be room. He had noticed she didn’t offer to put him up. He then put on a brave face. “So, what do you want to do today?”

			On the first day, they saw Buckingham Palace, Westminster, and the House of Commons. They lunched, which was expensive and not very tasty, at one of the eateries they found nearby. It was late afternoon when he finally dropped her off at the Tube station so she could get to her aunt’s place before curfew. He tried several hotels in Central London, but they were all booked up. 

			He had heard of the Maple Leaf Room, which offered Canadian soldiers a place to eat and sleep at reasonable prices. He was heading in that direction when he spotted a London Bobby salute a Rolls-Royce Silver Ghost. As he admired the car’s lines, he recognized the badge that was bolted to the grill. 

			When he caught up to the Bobby, he asked, “Excuse me, Officer, can you direct me to the Royal Automobile Club?”

			The Bobby had looked him up and down and finally told him with an amused smile, “Of course, sir.” Paul had him repeat the directions several times before he memorized it. 

			When he arrived at the club, they were starting to turn off the street lamps on Pall Mall. He estimated the building’s frontage was nearly two hundred and thirty feet and three storeys high. It occupied most of the block. From what he could tell of the club’s exterior, it was built using a late French Renaissance style and the brick work seemed to be quite fresh. He would later find out the edifice had been completed five years earlier.

			He was anxious when he approached the doorman with his kit bag, but once he had given his name, he was allowed to enter. He tried to appear confident as he made his way to the rotunda. He had to salute a colonel, two brigadier-generals, and a major-general as he took the wide steps that were flanked by smooth stone columns protected by potted plants. Once in the rotunda, he had to stand on the plush rug to gaze up to the glass ceiling that the Grecian columns were holding up. He was impressed. He was a bit nervous when the club steward approached him. For once, he was thankful that his father had insisted he attend the meetings and social gatherings at the St. James Club in Montreal, so he knew the appropriate way to behave. From what he knew of the Royal Automobile Club’s history, it had been formed in 1897 by members interested in the new-fangled automobile. In 1907, King Edward VII, who also had a keen interest in motoring, decreed that the club could use the “Royal” prefix. When Paul’s father visited London, he had stayed at the club and informed him he had been impressed by the facilities. He had told Paul about the building’s 107 bedrooms, its Turkish bath, its swimming pool, its billiards room, its library, and its gymnasium. It even had a rifle range. Plus, it also had amenities such as committee rooms, reading rooms, and several restaurants.

			“Can I be of assistance, sir?” the steward asked with a raised eyebrow.

			“Of course, sir,” he answered. “I’m in London on a ten-day leave, and I was hopeful the club could accommodate me?”

			The steward’s eyes hadn’t moved, but Paul was certain that he was examining his uniform and had not failed to notice the lieutenant’s stars on his collar and the discolouration on his sleeves. Paul had heard the club extended its membership to the senior officers of the Canadian Corps. 

			“My father, Mike Ryan, is a member of the St. James Club in Montreal,” Paul said. When the steward’s eyes flickered, he continued, “I believe he has made arrangements for me. He said that I could find accommodations here when I’m in London.”

			“Of course, sir. If you would give a moment, I will see what I can do.”

			“Sure,” Paul replied. He knew that the steward would be verifying his story. When he had left Quebec in October of 1914, his father had told him of the arrangements that he made for Paul with the Royal Automobile Club. If he were in London, he would have a place to stay, and his father would take care of his bills, if they were reasonable.

			A few moments later, the steward reappeared. It was difficult to tell, but he seemed somewhat warmer. “We are fortunate that a room is available. One of our staff will take you to your quarters.”

			“If I may, can you recommend a tailor? I have need of a new uniform.”

			“Of course,” the man replied with a slight cock of his head. “There are several that we would be glad to recommend.”

			The room he was shown was rather small, but didn’t notice, since he was mesmerized by the bed. It was so soft and clean. He would have been lying if he said that he had fallen asleep as soon as his head hit the pillow. After he had taken a bath, he slid naked into the sheets. The bed was so comfortable that he spent a half-hour luxuriating in the sheets before he fell asleep. 

			He awakened late the next morning, but he was grateful that the club’s staff had already washed and ironed his uniform. He barely had time to eat breakfast at one of the restaurants before he headed out to catch the Tube to Maggie’s aunt’s place in the East End. 

			It was nearly noon when he knocked on the flat’s door. The building was old, but the owner and the tenants seemed to be maintaining the building well. It had a respectable air. He knew right away that the woman who opened the door was related to Maggie’s mom. She had the same crinkled hair and suspicious look in her eyes. “So you’re Maggie’s young man?” she said dryly.

			“Yes, ma’am,” he replied as he handed her a kraft bag. “For you, ma’am.”

			Ryan had purchased several small items as house gifts. In the sack, there was a tin of Earl Grey, but most importantly, there was a box of sugar. As the result of food shortages, the British government was beginning to impose rationing. To buy sugar, you had to also buy tea. For the working class, it was a dilemma. They had the cash to buy one or the other, but not both at the same time. When he saw her smile, he knew that he was in. 

			Maggie looked lovely when she finally entered the small kitchen with her hair down. Her aunt shook her head when she saw them staring at each other. “What are your plans for the day?” 

			Paul pulled out a London guidebook from his pocket and put it on the table. “I was thinking of starting on page one.”

			That was what he and Maggie did for the next few days as they crossed off as many sights as they could during the day such as Trafalgar Square, the Tower, the British Museum, and Kew Gardens. He managed to find time to browse the local bookstores, where he snagged several Sherlock Holmes novels. Inspired, he tried to find 221B Baker Street, but the street numbers didn’t seem to run that high. He never did find the time to go to the tailor, which he would regret. In between, he managed to steal a few kisses from Maggie.

			On the fifth night, he took her to the Hippodrome to see the musical review Joyland. Maggie appeared to be enjoying the show. She didn’t seem to mind when he put his arm around her. She snuggled closer. He was hopeful that they would progress to the next level. They were holding hands when they tried to leave the theatre.

			Paul was wondering why the lines were so slow until he saw the MPs stationed at the exits. They were checking all the soldiers’ passes. He had been warned when he left France that he needed to keep his pass on his person at all times. When he reached the young MP, he handed his over before being asked. The MP glanced at the pass then at his uniform.

			“Canadian?” the MP stated.

			“Yes.”

			He grabbed Paul’s arm and rotated it so he could examine the cloth. “Promotion from sergeant to lieutenant has been rather quick,” he said with a bit of derision. 

			Paul was at a loss as what to say. “If you say so.” What else could he have said? He had been promoted because a lot of officers got themselves killed? Paul glanced at Maggie. She was wringing her handbag nervously.

			“Where are you staying?”

			Paul didn’t want to say, but he felt he didn’t have a choice. “The Royal Automobile Club.”

			That raised the MP’s eyebrows. He then glanced at Maggie and asked, “Who’s she?”

			“Maggie O’Brian. She’s my girlfriend.”

			“She’s staying with you?”

			Paul shook his head. “No, with her aunt. In the East End.”

			He eyed her up and down and then dismissed her. “Right. We’re taking you in.”

			“What for?” demanded Ryan.

			“First for being an imposter,” the MP replied. “We’re getting a lot of men impersonating officers. And I think this is a fake pass.”

			“But I’m not an imposter,” he protested. “Maggie can vouch for me. And my pass is good.”

			“A trollop’s word,” he sneered. “We’ve arrested a bunch of you Canadians with fake passes. Some of them were pretty good. Now, let’s go! If you’re a civilian, the Metropolitan Police will take care of you. If you’re military, we’ll send you back to your unit for court martial and sentencing.”

			“How’s my girlfriend going to get home?” he demanded.

			“I’m sure that she’ll manage,” the MP said dismissively.

			Now, Paul gritted his teeth as he stared at the desk sergeant and held back a sharp remark. He didn’t want to say something that could cause him to be tossed back into the hoosegow. He turned and headed for the door. He hoped that Maggie was still in town, but then he only had about a day’s leave left before he had to head back to France.

			
			JANUARY 22, 1916
BOMBER TRAINING SCHOOL, SAINT-JANS-CAPPEL

			
	“Holy shit!” someone yelled as a lieutenant-colonel fumbled the sputtering grenade from which he had just pulled the pin. It finally fell to the bottom of the trench with a loud thunk. Major Llewellyn caught a glimpse of the man’s horror as he scrambled out of the trench to get away from the hapless lieutenant-colonel. He was being hampered by his canvas waistcoat loaded with twelve Mills grenades. Since each one weighed one pound, eleven ounces, it meant he was carrying an extra twenty pounds. Once out of the trench, he threw himself into the slushy snow piled behind the parados. He grunted when he slammed into the ground. For a moment he thought the Mills bombs had crushed the ribs he had previously cracked. He held his head down, waiting for the expected explosion. He counted to seven and then seven again before he slowly raised his helmet to peer into the trench. 

			There were only two men left in the trench. The lieutenant-colonel appeared to be frozen in the cricket-style grenade-throwing stance they were being taught. His left arm was shoulder-height, pointing at the parapet. He had placed his left foot forward with his weight on his back right foot. His fumbling right hand was at his waist, pointing down. Beside him, bending down to pick up the grenade, was the instructor Sergeant McConnell. He was younger by two decades.

			“Do you think what you’re doing is wise, Sergeant?” asked the major. “There are proper procedures for unexploded ordnance.”

			The sergeant snorted through his walrus moustache. “It’s a dummy grenade. The ammonal has been removed.” Without the ammonal, the grenade’s fuse would not be enough to shatter the bomb’s iron pineapple casing to turn it into deadly shrapnel. 

			“What!” demanded the lieutenant-colonel with bulging brown eyes.

			The sergeant said matter-of-factly, “It’s standard procedure before giving you a live one. We don’t want you to drop a live Mills.” He then added, “Safety first!”

			The major doubted much of that statement. Even without the ammonal, the grenade’s fuse could cost someone a hand or a finger. It was true, however, that the lieutenant-colonel had nervously dropped it after he pulled the pin.

			“Okay, everyone get back down here and let’s try it again,” the sergeant said crisply. The nine officers scrambled gingerly back into the trench. Llewellyn felt his knees buckle slightly when he landed because of the additional weight. 

			The sergeant didn’t seem to be fazed that the lowest-ranked officer in his class was a captain, while the highest ranked was the aforementioned lieutenant-colonel. It was the sergeant’s job to run them through the ten-day bomber training course that Corps HQ had ordered all senior officers must attend. The classroom classes were run by the bomber school’s CO, a Major Tye.

			Since November, the Corps had been creating a specialized bomber company in each battalion. A lieutenant led the company, and he had a sergeant and four corporals under him. The company was then divided into four seven-man platoons. Two men in each one had two bayonet men to protect the two bombers. The other three men were carriers who kept the bombers supplied with Mills grenades.

			They had been training in the basic attack and defence tactics. The attack was actually very simple. Each man carried waistcoats loaded with twelve Mills bombs. The only ones carrying rifles were the bayonet men and the NCOs. Since he was currently assigned as a carrier, he was only armed with a knobkerrie that he had slipped into his bayonet holder. The knobkerrie was essentially a wooden club with a metal cup with studs. It was quite effective in bashing enemy heads. His job was to keep the bomb throwers supplied with grenades. He would have preferred to use the canvas buckets to carry them. It was easier and a lot less painful simply dropping the bucket if he needed to hit the dirt.

			What was more complex was in the defence. The bombers were usually stationed in the second line instead of the frontline. If the frontline trenches were ever overrun by the Huns, the bombers would use their grenades to clear the enemy from them. To do this, he needed to create bomb dumps of fifteen hundred grenades to keep them sufficiently supplied. A further two thousand were kept in reserve at battalion HQ.

			He knew when he got back to the Fusiliers, the fatigue parties weren’t going to be happy with him. It seemed humidity caused the bombs to deteriorate. He shouldn’t have been surprised. Water was a blessing and a curse. Ideally, the grenades were to be stored in a building, but at the front, buildings were frequently artillery targets. Hence, dumps had to be dug underground with wooden floors and walls to keep the grenades dry. Oh, the joy.

			“Now gentlemen,” said the sergeant as he took a Mills bomb from the live grenade box. “Who’ll be first to try it?”

			Llewellyn waited a couple of moments before he raised his hand, since no one else had. He didn’t mind. He actually enjoyed things that went boom.

			
			JANUARY 26, 1916
RICHMOND FUSILIERS HEADQUARTERS, SAINT-JANS-CAPPEL

			
			Major Llewellyn found Lieutenant-Colonel Tennison sitting outside the Richmond Fusiliers’ HQ smoking his pipe. He was reading reports as he leaned back against the farmhouse’s whitewashed wall that showed shrapnel scarring. They had set up their headquarters there while they were in the rear rest
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