
  
    
      
    
  


  THE DEPARTMENT 19 FILES


  THE DEVIL IN NO MAN’S LAND: 1917


  Will Hill


  [image: images]


  Contents


  200 YARDS SOUTH-WEST OF PASSCHENDAELE, BELGIUM: 29th OCTOBER 1917


  


  Copyright


  About the Publisher


  


  In 1891, Abraham Van Helsing and a small number of his friends faced Dracula, the world's first vampire. They chased him across Europe, to the mountains of Transylvania, and the castle that bore his name. Not all of them returned ? but Dracula was destroyed.


  


  Other vampires remained, though, and so in 1892 Van Helsing and the other survivors were asked by Prime Minister William Gladstone to found the Department of Supernatural Investigation.


  


  The Department, which was originally based in a townhouse in Piccadilly, was charged with protecting the British Empire from the growing threat of the supernatural.


  


  Over the course of the twentieth century, the men and women of Department 19, as it became known, fought in every corner of the globe, holding back the rising tide of darkness, often at enormous personal cost.


  


  In a top-secret location, there stands a highly classified archive that records the long history of humanity's war with the supernatural. The papers within it list the names of every man and woman lost in the line of duty, and contain detailed accounts of every act of bravery.


  


  Beyond the men and women of the Department, these are accessible only by the Prime Minister and the Chief of the General Staff.


  


  These are the Department 19 files.


  200 YARDS SOUTH-WEST OF PASSCHENDAELE, BELGIUM

  29th OCTOBER 1917


  You never got used to the mud.


  It coated everything, turning the entire world a thick, cloying brown. In the Allied trenches it had been churned into a thick, sodden landscape of ankle-twisting ridges and valleys, through which scrabbled rats the size of Jack Russells. Out in the quiet hell of no man's land, in the deep craters and gorges sunk by the artillery shells that had fallen steadily for the last month, it ran like lava, collecting in sucking pools between the shattered trees and the wooden duckboards, wide ladders that had been laid across the blasted earth in the hope that they might provide stable footing.


  At night, the darkness made solid ground and treacherous mud indistinguishable. All too often, desperate cries would float on the cold night wind, screams of pure helplessness that were ended either by the merciful crack of a sniper's rifle, or when the relentless mud closed over the poor man's mouth and pulled him down.


  Captain Quincey Harker surveyed the darkness through his binoculars. His small unit had advanced maybe fifty yards from the maze of trenches the Allies had dug across the fields of Flanders, a labyrinth of damp timber and mud that stretched from the North Sea to the Swiss border. They were lying flat on the sodden ground, the blackened stump of a fallen oak tree shielding them from enemy eyes. In front of them lay the hundred scorched, shattered yards of no man's land and beyond that, in defensive trenches dug deep and reinforced with concrete, the soldiers of the German Army. Beyond even them, a further half a mile up the gentle incline that thousands had fought and died over, sat Passchendaele, the insignificant farming hamlet that was their destination.


  “How's it look, sir?” a voice whispered.


  Harker turned his head. “Much the same as it always does,” he replied.


  On the ground behind him were five men. The nearest, a respectful foot from his right shoulder, was Lieutenant Thorpe. A lifetime ago, he and Quincey had attended school together in Windsor, forging a friendship on the playing fields and in the ancient corridors that had bound them together ever since: to Oxford, Sandhurst, and all the way to this tiny, desolate corner of northern Europe. Behind Thorpe lay the four Privates who made up the rest of Harker's squad.


  Potts, their sniper, was only nineteen years old and already wore the look of a man who had seen more death than any one person could be reasonably expected to bear, much of it through the scope of his Lee-Enfield rifle. Ellis, the bespectacled, thoughtful schoolmaster, spoke fluent German and entertained the squad on long patrols with tales of Achilles and Odysseus. He could also speak of home in such eloquent terms that the men would close their eyes and believe, however briefly, that they were far away from the mud and horror of the Western Front. McDonald was a huge, cheerful Scottish highlander, whose red hair and beard provided a splash of vivid colour amid the endless browns and greys of the battlefield. Last was Kavanagh, the latest in a long line of Somerset farmers, with the weathered skin and long, ropy muscles to show for it. Six men, each of whom would have gladly laid down his life for any one of the others.


  Officially, however, they didn't exist.


  


  The men were classified, by those with sufficient clearance to even be aware of their existence, as a Special Reconnaissance Unit, under the direct authority of the Chief of the Imperial General Staff.


  In October 1914, an emissary from the War Cabinet had intercepted the newly commissioned Second Lieutenant Harker, who was on his way from Sandhurst to join up with his regiment, the Queen's Own Hussars, and informed the young officer that his situation had changed. Following sterling recommendations from the Royal Military Academy, and the intervention of several influential voices in Whitehall, he was instead to be given twelve weeks to select a small squad of men from the thousands awaiting deployment to the front, then make them available for whatever duties the High Command might deem appropriate.


  Harker asked no questions. Instead, he set about his task with characteristic diligence and, by the Christmas of 1914, he had found the other five members of his squad. In the third week of 1915, the six men shipped out to mainland Europe and began their work.


  Throughout February and March, they sabotaged the Austro-Hungarian attack on Russian-controlled Poland, assassinating officers, blowing up ammunitions dumps and railway lines, appearing from the frozen eastern European woods like ghosts and disappearing without trace. They spent the summer in Isonzo, undermining Hungarian preparation for the imminent Italian offensive, before moving on to Serbia in October, where they assisted with the attempt to repel the latest Austro-Hungarian invasion.


  Throughout the first half of 1916 the squad had fought relentlessly, amassing a treasure trove of medals they could never be officially awarded, sustaining not a single injury between them. They waded through the mud of Verdun, launching dead of night hit-and-run attacks on the enemy lines, sowing fear and confusion among the exhausted German soldiers, until in late June they were summoned north to the River Somme, where Captain Harker made the decision that would ultimately cost one of his squad their life.


  It was immediately apparent that the plan for the upcoming attack was folly, lacking both strategic thought and any understanding of the true nature of this first modern war, so when Field Marshal Hubert Gough told his squad to infiltrate the German line and sabotage the supply chain, Quincey Harker flatly refused.


  He explained to Gough that the attack was an act of lunacy, one that could only result in catastrophic Allied losses. He begged the Field Marshal to reconsider the offensive, whereupon Gough had his entire squad arrested and sentenced to death for cowardice.


  On 1st July 1916 the offensive began, as the six members of the Special Reconnaissance Unit sat in cells thirty-five miles behind the front. Eighteen hours later nearly twenty thousand Allied soldiers were dead or dying.


  As news filtered through to headquarters, Field Marshal Gough received a telephone call from the War Cabinet. For several minutes, he shouted down the black receiver, at one point threatening to resign, before eventually hanging up the phone and following the orders he had been given. He sent his adjutant down to the cells to release their six occupants, and began waiting patiently for the opportunity to exact his revenge.


  By June 1917, Captain Harker and his squad were tunnelling under the Messines Ridge, helping to lay the mines that would destroy the fortified German defences above, along with the town of Messines itself. During the aftermath of this successful operation, as plans were drawn up for the attack on Passchendaele, Gough saw his chance had come.


  


  “Remind me what we're doing here, Quincey,” whispered Thorpe. His pale, handsome face was spattered with mud, and his voice trembled slightly in the biting cold of the Belgian winter.


  Harker silently rolled over on to his back and faced his men. They looked as resentful as Thorpe sounded.


  “You all know why we're here,” he answered, “The official reason and the real one behind it. Tomorrow the Canadians are going up this salient for the second time, to try and take a little town with no strategic value, because we've been trying for so long now that we don't know how to stop. A good number, maybe most of them, are going to be killed. So we're going through the line to bring back a final positional assessment of this godforsaken village, in the hope of preventing at least a small number of them walking in front of a machine gun.”


  “Jerry positions haven't changed in a month,” protested Thorpe. “Why would anyone think they would do so now, with our advance so clearly imminent?”


  “I think you all know the answer to that question,” Harker replied evenly.


  Private McDonald muttered something exceptionally vulgar under his breath, the kind of thing that could lead to a court martial if said in the wrong company. The rest of the squad grunted their agreement.


  “We're not expected to make it back,” Quincey continued. “As you know fine well, certain people are counting on it, people who have waited more than a year for the chance to put this squad in harm's way. People it will give me no small amount of pleasure to prove wrong a second time.”


  The five men of the Special Reconnaissance Unit looked at their Captain. Quincy Harker was tall and extremely thin; even in his thick tunic and webbing, covered in bulging pockets and flaps, and with his Webley pistol on his hip, he still cast a narrow shadow in the pale moonlight. His face was correspondingly slender, with a long nose below which perched a surprisingly bushy brown moustache. His cap cast a shadow over eyes that, in sunlight, flashed a sparkling emerald green. In truth, he looked little different than he had on those days in late 1914 when he had approached each of the five men who lay before him now and told them to trust him. They had, and they still did, without question.


  “Captain—” began Private Kavanagh.


  “No more talk,” said Harker. “There's work to be done, regardless of what we may think of it. Follow me.”


  The Captain raised himself into a low crouch and stepped out from behind the tree stump. He paused, absolutely still, waiting for the rattle of guns and the whine of bullets that would mean he had been seen. The jagged expanse of no man's land remained still, and after waiting a further long moment, Harker began to move north. The members of his squad lifted themselves silently to their feet and followed him.


  Their briefing held that the German line was weakest at a point between two trees to the north-west of Crest Farm, a smallholding on the outskirts of Passchendaele proper. Privately, Harker doubted the validity of much of the intelligence, given the nature of the mission, but it would not be helpful to convey this to his men; he would follow the plan until there was compelling evidence to disregard it.


  The six men moved across no man's land, shadows in the dark winter night.


  


  They advanced slowly, staying low, creeping round wide pools of mud, slipping between a cluster of small trees that had survived the artillery barrage, climbing carefully over ridges of displaced earth. As they neared the German line, winding through the patches of densest cover, they passed a deep crater full of thick liquid earth. Abandoned in the mud was a Mark I tank, partially submerged, its angular tracks caked in dirt and pointing woefully up at the sky.


  Thirty yards before them, sunk into the swamp of no man's land, a German sentry post was just visible in the darkness. The faint orange glow of a cigarette flickered through the concrete slit in the front of the box, illuminating the square, heavy shape of a machine gun, pointed no more than five degrees to the right of their position. Captain Harker checked his watch and whispered an order to his men, who immediately dropped to the sodden ground behind a wide bank of earth. Private Potts gently rested the barrel of his Lee-Enfield rifle on the top of the ridge, and waited.


  Far to the east, behind the Allied trenches they had emerged from, a series of deep booms shook the ground beneath them. The men of the squad lowered their faces to the ground and waited for the artillery shells to fall.


  Giant explosions detonated all around them, throwing earth into the sky in volcanic bursts of mud and stagnant water. The sound was so loud it appeared to come from outside the world; it seemed inconceivable that anything built by human hands could create such a noise, a blinding, deafening roar that shook each man to his bones and spun his stomach. For more than a minute, the shells fell steadily around the squad, filling the air with such a quantity of dust and mud that it became difficult to know where the earth stopped and the air began. Harker and his men didn't flinch. They had been in the eye of an artillery storm many times before.


  As the frequency of the explosions began to diminish, one shell dropped out of the sky directly on to the German sentry position, shattering the concrete roof of the post and obliterating the earth into which it was dug. Quincey raised his head and looked at Potts, who nodded at his Captain. He wore a look of grim determination on his face as he placed his right eye against the telescopic sight fixed to the top of his rifle.


  Slowly, horribly slowly, three German soldiers emerged from the sentry box. In the pale light cast by the moon, Harker could see the blood running thickly from their ears; the direct hit had struck all three men deaf.


  Another shell crashed to earth, maybe fifty yards to the left of the squad's position, and Potts squeezed his trigger. The explosion masked the crack of the rifle, as a plume of scarlet sprayed up from just below the helmet of one of the German soldiers, who crumpled to the ground. His compatriots did not appear to even notice. They staggered in an erratic circle, eyes wide, mouths hanging open. As the final shells of the barrage landed, Potts put them both out of their misery.


  Harker waited until he was sure the assault was over, then ordered his men back into crouched positions and led them through the newly empty section of the German line.


  


  Walking beyond the German trenches was like entering an alien world.


  The relentless artillery barrage had contorted the ground into great undulating rises and troughs, and the going was slow. The men picked their way carefully over vicious outcrops of shattered stone and wood, between fallen tree trunks and round half-hidden pools of mud, lying in wait to pull a man down.


  To their right, a searchlight swung in a wide, long arc, painting the blasted landscape a pale white. To the left, a low hill rose above them, thickly tangled with the exposed roots of broken trees. The men of the Special Reconnaissance Unit were funnelled between these two obstacles, down a narrow valley of sliding mud and shifting rock, Quincey Harker in the lead, followed by Lieutenant Thorpe and the four Privates.


  “Have you ever seen worse?” muttered Private Kavanagh.


  “No,” replied Ellis. “This is like nothing I've seen before.”


  As the men reached the floor of the valley, the walls of earth now rising above their heads on both sides, the path widened, revealing a large pool of gently shifting mud. Water ran down the valley wall to their left, splashing into the pool from an outcrop of rock and causing the thick liquid to bubble and ripple. A narrow border of solid earth ran round the right-hand edge of the pool, along which the Germans had laid duckboards, end to end.


  McDonald crouched down, picked a stone from the earth beside his feet, and flicked it out into the middle of the pool. It vanished into the brown ooze, leaving no trace. The Scottish Private swore under his breath.


  “Careful men,” warned Harker. “Very careful.”


  He led his squad on to the duckboards. There were four of them, laid end to end in a crooked semi-circle that skirted the edge of the pool. The wall of earth beside it ran with water and shifted constantly, in and out, as though breathing. Harker stepped on to the creaking wood, trying to watch the ground and the pool and the wall at the same time. Potts and McDonald followed him, Ellis and Kavanagh behind them. Thorpe brought up the rear, facing the way they had come, his rifle set against his shoulder in case they were being followed.


  Harker was a third of the way across the boards, his back to the wall, moving in short, careful side steps, when the earth behind him let out a spluttering groan and a small torrent of icy water poured over his shoulder and down the front of his tunic. He froze, whispering for his men to do the same. The six members of the squad stopped and waited. The wall moved again, liquid mud oozing out of cracks and holes in the surface like blood from a slow wound, then settled with an unnervingly human groan that shook the ground beneath their feet.


  Quincey waited as long as he dared, then shifted his shoulders away from the wall, very slowly, in case they were now all that was holding it in place. He jerked a thumb towards the far side of the pool and started to inch his way along the duckboards. Behind him, his men did the same.


  Harker was about to step back on to solid ground when there was a deafening roar of water behind him. He turned in time to see a section of the wall give way completely, the clotted earth disintegrating into sludge, and a sheet of dark, freezing water sweeping Ellis off his feet and out into the thick brown pool.


  “Stand where you are!” he roared at his squad, who immediately pressed themselves against the remains of the wall. He ran back across the duckboards, his feet slipping and sliding on the newly slick wood, and stood at the edge of the breach through which the water was pouring. He looked out across the dark surface of the pool, now churned and frothing, and could not see Ellis.


  “Find him!” he shouted. “Quickly, find him.”


  The rest of the squad turned on their torches and scanned the pool, the watery yellow lights illuminating foaming mud and swirling water.


  Nothing.


  Harker could hear his heart thumping in his chest.


  I can't see him.


  The water rushing through the collapsed wall of earth slowed to a steady trickle and the thick pool of mud started to settle.


  I can't see him.


  “There!” yelled Kavanagh, pointing at a spot about six feet from the duckboards. Five beams of light converged and picked out Ellis's pale white face. His eyes were closed; a thick stream of blood ran from his temple. The mud was up to his chin; his face, which looked strangely peaceful, was all that could be seen of him. As they looked at their friend, Harker saw the foul sludge creep up to his lower lip, and this awful sight broke his paralysis.


  “Kavanagh! McDonald!” he yelled. “To me.”


  He dragged his pistol out of his pocket and threw it to the ground, along with his helmet. From his pack he pulled a ten-foot length of rope, the end of which he handed to Kavanagh as the Private appeared at his side, his face white with panic.


  “Run this through my shoulder harness,” he shouted. “Give McDonald the other end. Quickly now!”


  Kavanagh did as he was ordered, running the thick rope through the loop at the top of his Captain's webbing and passing the end to McDonald.


  “Pull it taut,” Harker said.


  Nothing happened. McDonald was staring at Ellis, his eyes wide with terror.


  “Private McDonald!” bellowed Harker. “Pull this rope tight, at once!”


  McDonald's eyes seemed to focus and he looked at his Captain. A second later Quincey felt the rope tense at his back; he stepped forward and stood on the edge of the duckboard, looking out over the pool.


  “Brace,” he yelled, then leant forward until he reached the edge of the rope's tension, hanging suspended over the murky liquid.


  “Let the rope out!” he shouted, never taking his eyes from Ellis's face. The mud had reached his moustache. In a few more seconds, it would close over his nostrils and he would be lost. “Steady, boys, steady. Let her out.”


  Grunting with the strain, the two Privates let the thick rope slide between their fingers. Captain Harker descended slowly towards the mud.


  He stretched his arms out, the rope creaking with tension, his feet digging for purchase in the mud at the edge of the duckboard. Behind him, he heard Thorpe and Potts move to help their comrades with the rope, and the creaking lessened. He was almost within reach of Ellis.


  Another ten inches. That's all, ten bloody inches.


  He was almost horizontal now, the webbing on his front dangling dangerously close to the sucking mud. Ellis was right in front of him, the liquid earth cresting the neat brown hair of the schoolmaster's moustache.


  “That's all the rope, sir!” yelled Kavanagh. “Can you reach him?”


  Harker stretched his arms, straining muscle and sinew, and realised that he couldn't. His fingers grasped empty air.


  “I need another six inches!” he shouted in reply.


  “Sir, we don't have six inches.”


  Thorpe's voice. Calm, steady as always, even as one of his friends sank before his eyes.


  Harker looked at Ellis. The wound on the side of his head wasn't much more than a scratch. Perhaps he was dazed, rather than fully unconscious.


  “Ellis!” Quincey bellowed, his voice dangerously loud in the quiet night air. “Ellis, give me your hand. That's an order, Private!”


  He stared at his friend's face and saw his eyes flicker beneath their lids.


  “Ellis!” he yelled again. “Look at me!”


  Slowly, as though it was the most difficult thing any human being had ever been asked to do, Ellis opened his eyes and looked at his Captain. Then the creeping mud closed over his nose and his eyes widened in terror.


  “Give me your hand!” Quincey shouted. “I can't reach you if you don't.”


  The Private's eyes locked on to Harker's and, for a moment, nothing happened. Then slowly, horribly slowly, like a lazy volcanic eruption, the smooth surface of the mud breached beside Ellis's head and a hand emerged. It was coated in thick brown slime and reached out towards Harker, who gripped it with all his strength.


  “Pull!” he yelled.


  His squad didn't waste time answering. Instead, Harker felt the rope jerk and then he was being pulled up and back, Ellis rising from the mud beneath him like a golem. Behind him, he heard Thorpe exhorting the rest of the squad to pull harder, to haul for all they were worth. His arms flamed with agony as he squeezed Ellis's hand and dragged the scholarly, softly spoken teacher through the foul, grasping mud.


  For a terrible moment, everything stopped.


  Ellis hung half in and half out of the thick sludge at the end of his Captain's arms, until Kavanagh and McDonald gave one last giant heave. Harker was flung backwards into the collapsed remains of the wall of earth, as Ellis burst up out of the pool with an audible pop, like a cork from a champagne bottle. He crashed into Quincey, the two men tumbling to the ground, coated in thick, freezing mud.


  There was silence.


  Harker lay on the cold dirt, his chest heaving, his arms throbbing, his breath pluming in frozen clouds above him.


  “Ellis,” he heard Thorpe say. “Ellis, are you all right?”


  He craned his head to look at his friend. Ellis opened his mouth to answer, but was wracked by a fit of coughing and rolled over on to his back.


  Kavanagh stepped forward and knelt beside Ellis. He whispered something into the schoolmaster's ear, and he laughed; it set off a second torrent of coughing, but he laughed nonetheless.


  “How about you, sir?” Harker turned and saw Thorpe reaching a hand down towards him; he grasped it and hauled himself to his feet. Potts handed him his pistol and helmet, and he put them back in place.


  “I'm fine,” he replied. “Thank you.”


  The young Private nodded respectfully, then stepped back into line next to McDonald. Harker turned to see Kavanagh gently lifting Ellis to his feet.


  “Can you go on?” he asked.


  Ellis snapped a shaky salute. “I should take point, sir,” he said. “Nobody's going to see me coming.”


  Harker looked at the schoolmaster: his uniform was coated in mud and his face was splattered brown. He started to laugh and, after a second or two, Ellis and the rest of the squad joined in.


  It was the last joke any of them would make for some time.


  


  The Special Reconnaissance Unit moved carefully round the pool, through the gently rising valley of fallen trees and artillery holes, and came up less than fifty yards from the roofless shell of Crest Farm barn. The farmhouse stood a further hundred yards to the east, its windows lit by the faint orange glow of gas lanterns.


  Captain Harker ordered his men to the ground and led them past the barn on their elbows and knees. As they neared the house, a German voice rang through the empty windows, followed by the laughter of two, maybe three, men. The squad paused, listening for footsteps or the opening of a door, but all they could hear were the voices of the soldiers. They resumed their course, dead east, towards what was left of Passchendaele.


  When they reached the village's main road, rolled dirt now heavily rutted by the tracks of tanks and churned by thousands of pairs of Wehrmacht-issue leather boots, Harker stood up. The rest of the squad did likewise. They took cover in a small copse of oak trees and Quincey asked Ellis what the Germans had been laughing about.


  The Private smiled. “One of them was telling the others that it was their lucky day, because the Kaiser was on his way from his palace in Berlin to take watch, so they could all go to bed soon.”


  The men of the squad grinned. They had told similar jokes many times, substituting the Kaiser's name for Gough's, or Haig's, or any of the myriad others who sent men to die from behind the comfort of a desk.


  Harker led them on a loose lap of the village. As expected, with the Allied attack so obviously imminent, the place itself was deserted; the German soldiers had been summoned to the front lines, apart from the tiny security force keeping warm and dry in the Crest farmhouse. But something nagged at the Captain.


  It's too quiet, he thought. Not even a single patrol. Not one.


  A chill shuddered up his spine. He trusted his instincts; they had saved his life more than once in the years since this godforsaken war had been declared. So when Lieutenant Thorpe suggested that they make their way back and report no changes in the German positions, as they had known there wouldn't be, Harker shook his head.


  “Let's check the village,” he said.


  None of the men said anything. He knew they wouldn't, but he also knew them well enough to read the disappointment in their eyes. Their mission, given to them by a demented old man determined to do them harm, had gone better than any of them would have dared to hope, and none of them were keen to push their luck. But when their Captain set off down the road towards the centre of Passchendaele, walking in a slow crouch, his rifle pointing forwards, they followed him immediately.


  


  The six men fanned out across the road in a wide inverted V and made their way forward, past the small cottages and silos on the edge of the village, past a general store and a stable, past the larger houses that had presumably once belonged to the area's merchants and landowners, and into the small, picturesque village square.


  It was empty. The entire village was empty.


  The residents had long since fled the advancing lines, but there should have been at least two German patrols, looping in figures of eight with the village square as their crossing point. But there was nobody. Just the empty buildings, the largest of which was the church that overlooked the square.


  It towered over the silent village, a wide brick building flanked by two sloping wings, with a tall steeple standing at its rear. A small courtyard lay to one side, in which a small wrought-iron bench sat between two skeletal trees.


  Where the roof of the church had been, there was now only a gaping, jagged hole. The glass in the windows was also gone, leaving dark slits in the red brick. But, as Harker led his men silently into the square, he realised that the church was not completely dark. A faint yellow light was visible in the doorway, illuminating the edges of a door that was standing ajar.


  “Sir...” Thorpe whispered, but Harker held up a hand and cut him off.


  “I see it,” he whispered.


  Quincey pointed his men towards the front of the church. They moved quickly across the cobblestones of the square and took up their positions: Potts and Kavanagh either side of the window to the right of the door, McDonald and Ellis flanking the one on the left. Harker and Thorpe moved to the door itself.


  “What do you see?” the Captain whispered to Ellis.


  The Private turned his head and inched it out across the empty window frame. He looked into the church for no more than a second, then pulled back and turned to Harker.


  “Two candles on the altar, sir. There's something in between them ? looks like a statue. The rest is darkness.”


  Quincey nodded. He turned to Thorpe and jerked his head towards the door. The six men peeled away from the brick wall and raised their rifles. Thorpe stepped forward, gripped the edge of the heavy door, and pushed.


  A creak rang out, enormously loud in the silent village, as the hinges protested. The Lieutenant put his shoulder to the door and it swung inwards. Harker and Potts stepped forward, their Lee-Enfield rifles pointing over Thorpe's shoulders, ready for the slightest sign of movement, but there was none. The interior of the church was as still and dark as a crypt, the only light coming from the candles on the altar that Ellis had described.


  There was a strong coppery smell in the air as the six men made their way into Passchendaele church. Above them, thick grey clouds hung low above the missing roof, blotting out the stars.


  Harker sent Potts and Ellis to the right and left. If the lanterns that would have once been used to illuminate the congregation still contained fuel, perhaps they could shed some light on the source of the strange, metallic smell.


  Familiar, though, thought Harker. I know that smell. If I could only place it. Matches flared in the darkness, first to the left and then the right, and Quincey heard the rasping squeak of lantern doors opening. The flames flickered, then the oil caught, and the church was bathed in pale yellow light.


  “Oh my God,” gasped Thorpe.


  Harker's breath caught in his throat.


  “This isn't a church,” Ellis said to his left, his voice trembling. “It's a slaughterhouse.”


  


  Sprawled across the pews and the ornate tiled floor of the church were at least a dozen German soldiers, their skin ghastly white, their mouths twisted into eternal expressions of pain and terror.


  Blood was splashed across the whitewashed walls and pooled in near-black ovals on the floor beneath the men. And, in the flickering light of the lanterns, the squad could see that the shape on the altar was no statue; it was the body of a soldier, little more than a boy, bare-chested with his braces hanging off his narrow frame. He sat between the candles, his body riddled with bullet holes, his head lowered towards the blood-soaked floor.


  “Dear Lord,” Potts whispered. “What is this?”


  Harker looked at his young sniper. His face was almost as pale as the corpse he was staring at, a middle-aged Captain who had died crawling towards the door of the church. The man's body lay in the aisle between the rows of pews, one hand pressed to his throat, the other gripping something tightly in his fist. Beneath him, a great streak of dried blood, smeared by his elbows and knees, led back towards the altar.


  Harker stepped forward and knelt down next to the man. He reached out, took the clenched fist in one hand and prised the cold, stiff fingers back with the other. There was a high tinkling noise as something fell to the tiled floor. The squad gathered round their Captain to see what the man had held on to, even as the last breath rattled out of his lungs.


  It was a small gold crucifix.


  Several of his men drew breath, sharply.


  Harker leant forward and moved the man's other hand away from his neck. A wide gash ran from his windpipe to almost the bottom of his ear. There was no blood around the wound and, even to Harker's untrained eye, the edges of the cut seemed jagged and uneven, not the smooth lines left by a knife or a bayonet.


  “That's a bite,” said Kavanagh, in a low voice. “Pa's wolfhound took one of the lambs spring before last. Ripped its throat right out. Looked like that.”


  Harker glanced up at Kavanagh. The Private was visibly trembling.


  “Check them,” the Captain said. “Check them all.”


  His men moved quickly through the church, examining the Germans for any signs of life. Harker stood up, stepped carefully over the corpse in the aisle, and walked towards the altar.


  The boy was as pale as the rest of them, his skin almost translucent. His head was lowered, his elbows on his knees, his feet dangling eight inches above the floor. As Quincey approached him, he could see that the bullet wounds covered his arms and neck as well as his torso.


  So many bullets for one man. Why so many?


  Then the boy raised his head and Quincey Harker bit his lip so he didn't scream.


  Blood, dried to a crumbling powder, coated the lower half of his face. His eyes were a deep crimson, centred with malevolent spots of shiny black. His mouth was curled into a terrible grimace of agony and as the rest of Harker's squad appeared at his shoulder, their rifles trained on the boy, shouting and gasping and crossing themselves in the oily, yellow-lit church, it twisted open.


  “Komm zu dir. Komm zu dir. Komm zu dir. Komm zu dir. Komm zu dir.”


  The boy repeated this over and over, his terrible red eyes never leaving Harker's. Quincey returned the stare.


  “What's he saying, Ellis? What in God's name is he saying?”


  “He's saying wake up, sir,” answered the Private. “Over and over. Wake up.”


  “Wake up?” said Thorpe. “Wake up who? What happened to these men? Dammit, what happened here?” He stepped towards the boy, his rifle set against his shoulder. “Boy,” he said. “Look at me—”


  Harker felt ice race up his spine; he opened his mouth to tell his friend to keep back, but was too late.


  With a screech that sounded more anguished than angry, the boy launched himself off the altar and crashed into Thorpe, wrapping his legs round him and sending him sprawling on to the first row of pews. The movement was so fast, so impossibly fast, that none of the squad fired a single shot before the boy dipped his face to Thorpe's neck and tore his throat out in a shimmering eruption of blood.


  “No!” bellowed Harker, firing his rifle into the side of the boy's head, hurling him sideways with a gout of crimson trailing from the hole above his temple. The boy slammed into the tiled floor, but lurched round immediately to face the men, his eyes wide, his teeth bared. He tensed his body to spring again, as Harker yelled, “Fire!” The squad unloaded their rifles into the boy, driving him back against the wall of the church, where he slumped in a bloody heap beneath one of the empty, staring windows.


  Quincey ran to Thorpe and cradled his friend's head. Blood was pouring out of the hole in his neck, and his face was already pale. He looked up at Harker disbelievingly.


  Not like this. After everything we've been through. Not like this. Harker wiped blood from Thorpe's cheeks and forehead and told his friend he was going to be fine, it was just a scratch, he was fine, he was fine. Thorpe opened his mouth, but dark blood poured down his chin, and he made no sound other than a high-pitched whistle as his breath escaped through the hole in his neck.


  The rest of the squad stood helplessly behind their Captain, looking down at Thorpe. Tears stood in the corners of Ellis's eyes, and Potts looked like he was struggling not to be sick. McDonald and Kavanagh just stared, blank looks of incomprehension on their faces.


  Thorpe swivelled his eyes and looked at Harker. Then the spark in them flickered and died, and they rolled back white as he breathed his last. Quincey lowered his face against his friend's, and squeezed his own eyes tightly shut, as though there was some way he could undo what had happened, that he might open his eyes and see Thorpe smiling up at him, the wound on his neck gone. But when he did open them, all he saw was blood, and death.


  He held Thorpe for a long time, knowing he should attend to his men, but completely unable to do so, until a noise to his left made him look up.


  The boy was standing in front of the empty window.


  Blood ran in dark rivers from the holes caused by the squad's bullets, but still he stood.


  “What madness is this?” asked Ellis, his voice little more than a whisper.


  Harker stood up and backed away, never taking his eyes off the young German. The boy turned his head right and left, his teeth bared and shockingly white against the blood that was smeared round his mouth and chin. His glowing eyes rolled; his fists clenched and relaxed.


  This boy is utterly mad, thought Harker. If it even is a boy.


  “Töte mich. Bitte töte mich.”


  Ellis translated the boy's low, guttural words without prompting. “Kill me,” he croaked. “Please kill me.”


  “Sir?” said Kavanagh.


  “Do as he asks,” said Harker.


  The five men raised their rifles and pulled the triggers. The boy made no attempt to move; the lead struck him in the chest and shoulders and slammed him back against the shattered window. There was a horrible, slippery sound as a long shaft of the window frame, broken loose by the artillery fire that had robbed the church of its roof, slid wetly between the boy's shoulder blades and pierced his heart.


  A smile flickered across his gore-streaked face.


  Then he exploded in a thunderclap of crimson that sprayed across the ruined church, coating the five men standing among its pews.


  


  The Special Reconnaissance Unit made its way back through no man's land, the burning church throwing orange light and sparks into the cold night air behind them.


  Once they had wrapped Thorpe's body in a makeshift stretcher made from the coats of the German soldiers and carried him out of the church, Kavanagh and McDonald had gone back inside and smashed the oil lanterns on to the wooden pews; Quincey Harker had not attempted to dissuade them. The five men had said almost nothing to each other on their march back through Passchendaele village, past Crest Farm, and down the treacherous valleys of earth and wire that led them back into no man's land, their friend carried low between them. They crossed it quickly, recklessly so, and slipped back into the Allied trenches as the first grey fingers of dawn caressed the eastern horizon.


  A driver was waiting for them, his uniform pressed and clean, his boots polished to mirrors; he informed them that they were expected at HQ at once. Harker made the man wait until Thorpe's body had been carefully laid on a cart and sent to the field hospital, then led his men to an idling car. They drove in silence to the grand chateau, where an adjutant showed them into Field Marshal Gough's study and closed the door.


  Gough was standing behind a map of the Passchendaele battlefield. Without looking up, he addressed the squad. “Deliver your report and get the hell—”


  He got no further.


  Quincey Harker crossed the study in four long strides and slammed his fist into the Field Marshal's nose, breaking it audibly, splashing crimson across the map, and sending the old man stumbling against the wall, his eyes wide with shock. Harker raised his fist again, but Kavanagh caught his arm, as Potts and Ellis grabbed his shoulders and waist, and dragged him back.


  “Have you lost your mind?” bellowed Gough. “I'll see you shot for this, you—”


  “For what, sir?” interrupted Ellis. “I don't think even you can send a man to the firing squad without witnesses.”


  “Well, damn it all, there's four of you standing right there,” roared the Field Marshal. “Do you mean to tell me—”


  “I didn't see anything, sir,” said Ellis. He looked at the rest of the squad. “Did any of you?”


  The others shook their heads.


  Gough's face reddened to the point where the blood splashed on his cheeks and upper lip disappeared, but he said nothing. He stared at Ellis, his eyes blazing, then dropped his eyes back to his map and waved a dismissive hand.


  Ellis led Quincey Harker out of the study, and the rest of the Special Reconnaissance Unit followed.


  


  The following day, in torrential rain, the Third and Fourth Canadian Divisions, reinforced by two British Divisions, took the town of Passchendaele. The burning of the church, and its contents, appears in no official record.


  The offensive, which had begun three and a half months earlier on the 11th July, resulted in an Allied advance of just under five miles, at a cost of two hundred and fifty thousand casualties. In March 1918, barely four months later, the Allies abandoned every inch of territory captured during the battle to enable reinforcements to be sent to counter the German Lys Offensive.


  More than forty thousand men were lost in the mud forever.


  One of them, no more than a boy, was the first vampire Quincey Harker ever encountered.


  He would not be the last.


  


  


  Join Quincey Harker in Rome in 1918 for the second instalment of the Department 19 Files:


  


  UNDEAD IN THE ETERNAL CITY
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  Rome, 1918


  


  The Great War is over, but the world is in the grip of a Spanish influenza pandemic, and people are dying in their millions. Quincey Harker and his Special Reconnaissance Unit are recuperating in Rome, trying their hardest to drink away their memories.


  


  But they are not the only visitors to the Eternal City: Valeri Rusmanov, the oldest and most powerful vampire on earth, and his wife are roaming the dark streets on a ghastly holiday, delighting in the death that surrounds them, soaking in the sounds of the sick, feasting on innocent blood... and about to cross paths with Quincey and his men.
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