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The War Sonnets: The Soldier

If I should die, think only this of me:

That there's some corner of a foreign field

That is for ever England. There shall be

In that rich earth a richer dust concealed;

A dust whom England bore, shaped, made aware,

Gave, once, her flowers to love, her ways to roam,

A body of England's, breathing English air,

Washed by the rivers, blest by suns of home.

And think, this heart, all evil shed away,

A pulse in the eternal mind, no less

Gives somewhere back the thoughts by England given;

Her sights and sounds; dreams happy as her day;

And laughter, learnt of friends; and gentleness,

In hearts at peace, under an English heaven.

â€”Rupert Brooke
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Chapter One

16
J
ULY
1916

“The Germans were flanking us at Delville Wood when I died.”

Ginger Stuyvesant had a dim awareness of her body repeating the soldier's words to the team's stenographer. She tried to hold that awareness at bay, along with the dozens of other spirit circles working for the British Army. Even with a full circle supporting her, she ached with fatigue, and if she weren't careful that would pull her back into her body. It wouldn't be fair to force Helen to assume control of the circle early. The other medium was just as exhausted. Around them, the currents of the spirit world swirled in slow spirals. Past events brushed her in eddies of remembrance. Caught in those memories, scent and colour floated with thick emotion. The fighting at the Somme had kept the entire Spirit Corps working extra shifts trying to take reports from the dead, and the air was frigid with souls.

The young soldier in front of her had been with the 9th Scottish Division, 26th Brigade, the Black Watch. Technically, Pvt. Graham Quigley was still a member of the Black Watch, until his unfinished business was completed and he could cross beyond the veil.

Belatedly, Ginger realized what he'd said. “So you could see the Germans? You know their positions?”

His aura rippled black with remembered pain, but a flash of amber satisfaction shot through it. “Oh, ma'am. Don't I just. The shell that got me made it clear as all that I'd not live through the day, so I had the boys prop me up.” Quigley grinned. “I saw the Huns set their guns up not fifteen feet from where I lay bleeding.”

“When did you die? The time. Did you see the time?”

“Eleven forty-seven.” His spirit winked at her. “I had one of the blokes hang up my watch so I could see the time. Remembered my training, I did.”

Most soldiers came in within a few minutes of their death, but sometimes their confusion, or the sheer number of them, meant that their report didn't come until hours later. Knowing when they died was vital. Ginger's shift would end at noon, so Quigley had only been dead for a few minutes. “Can you show me their positions?”

“Aye. That I can.” The amber of his pleasure suffused and buried the dark pain of dying. If the Spirit Corps did nothing else, it gave these young men some meaning for their deaths.

“Give me a moment.” Her circle, well trained as they were, made the necessary changes to their configuration. Taking care not to break contact with her, Mrs. Richardson, on her right, slid her grip up Ginger's arm so that her hand was free. An aide, seated in the centre of the circle, positioned the drawing board in front of her. Edna had already clipped a map of the village Longueval and Delville Wood to the board. Neither woman had the Sight, so to them the soldier was only a dim shadow, and only that much when they were in full contact with the circle. Without it, they'd feel nothing more than a spot of uncanny cold where he stood. But while the circle was in effect, with a strong medium to lead, all six of the sitters could hear him, and the countless drills they had done stood them in good stead.

If Quigley had seen where the Germans were, the command centre could hopefully find a way to stop those guns. A cluster of other ghosts waited, crowding the warehouse until another circle was free to take their report. Dimmer flashes of living people walked through the room carrying stenographers' reports or updated orders as the casualties poured in.

Ginger reminded her body to take a breath before she turned her attention back to the soldier. She pushed her soul farther out of her body. The relief sighed through Ginger as her mortal weight lessened. Her soul blended with the radiance around her, but there was not time to permit herself to drift in the spirit plane and delight in the tangible flow of ghosts. “Show me, please.”

She reached out for Quigley and let his soul wrap around hers so she could drop into his memories.

He is leaning against a wall trying not to look at where his legs used to be. The pain is not as bad as he'd thought it would be, but he'd give anything for a drink of water. He is so thirsty. The blasted Huns have overrun their position and are setting up their guns behind the wall of what used to be a church. No proper respect, shelling a church like that. He blinks, trying to focus, but the world is starting to go grey around the edges. The lance corporal had told them how important it was to the war effort to remember what they saw as they were dying. There are five Huns: three to handle the gun, plus another two to manage the horses that pulled it into place. The sound of the gun going off is deafening, but he's too tired to flinch. It's cold. It's a relief after the oppressive July heat. But why is it cold? The gun fires again, and he stares at it, willing himself to remember. It's a heavy field Howitzerâ€”a Five-Nineâ€”and the Huns look to be settling in to stay.

Ginger pulled herself back, sinking toward her body. It had gotten even colder in the vast warehouseâ€”no. No, that was just a residual from Quigley's memory. Her body shuddered with it anyway, and she wanted to push back away from her heavy mortal flesh. The circle pulled her soul down, anchoring her. Ginger checked to make sure her body was still breathing and nodded to the soldier. “Thank you. That is very good information. I will make a commendation to your superior officer.”

Back in the mortal sphere, Edna was slipping the map from the board. Upon it, Quigley had used Ginger's body to draw the location of the gun and the Germans at the time of his death. A runner would take the map to the intelligence officers, and they would relay the information back to the front line. Ginger sent up a prayer that they could stop the gun, even while knowing that there would be more deaths. There were always more deaths facing her.

At the edge of her awareness, a familiar spark entered the room among the living. Captain Benjamin Harford. Even from here, his aura crackled with anger and worry. The worry wasn't unusual. It seemed that Ben was always worried about something these days. The anger though, and the way it twined into the heavy grey worry like a scarlet serpent, was not like her fiancÃ©.

“Am I finished, ma'am?” Quigley's presence pulled her attention back to where it belonged. “They said in the training that we could send a message after we reported in.”

“Yes. Of course.” Ben and his worry would have to wait another ten minutes until her shift ended. “What message would you like to pass on?” She would just repeat his words, and let the stenographer take a note instead of spirit writing. It seemed unjust to complain of being tired when speaking to the dead, but her entire body ached with other people's memories.

“Tell Alastair Olsen that he owes me five bob. He'd bet that I was too daft to remember to report in, and I guess he was wrong.” The soldier twisted the memory of his cap in his hands. The amber faded, and for a moment his aura went deep purple with grief. “And tell my mum that I love her and that I'm sorry about the table leg. I meant to fix it before I went to war. Tell her I'm sorry I didn't. Hellâ€”tell Alastair Olsen to give the five bob to Mum and she can use that to get the leg fixed. Only don't say I said
hell.
” He looked behind him, and the edges of his spirit blurred. “OhÂ â€¦ that's the light the lance corporal was telling us about, I guess. Huh. It's yellow.”

With a sigh, Quigley let go and diffused away from them. The eddies of his passing tugged on Ginger's soul, nudging her to go along with him on his journey. Her circle stood fast, holding her to this mortal coil. With her spirit, she held a salute as Pvt. Quigley's soul passed fully through the veil to the next plane of existence.

And then another soldier took his place. “Private John Simmons of the 27th Brigade, reporting.”

Ginger brought her soul into alignment and passed control of the circle to Helen. Together they waited to find out how Pvt. Simmons had died.

*Â Â Â *Â Â Â *

At noon, a soft chime echoed through the great warehouse. Ginger could feel the relief from her team that their shift had ended. She held them steady while Helen finished with the soldier she was taking a report from.

He had lied about his age and was only fifteen. Ginger bit the inside of her cheek as he gave his final message for Helen to pass on. He was hardly the only boy shot down so young, but his death seemed harder because his commander had held him back, knowing he was too young to be there, and a chance grenade made it over the lines to kill him in the trench. Likely the two other boys he was with, as well. He hadn't even seen anything useful to report. Not that Helen had let on. She let him believe that he'd died with purpose, for a higher cause.

Still, it was a relief when he felt released and slid past them to go through the veil. Ginger clamped down on Helen, using the weight of the others in the circle to keep her soul from billowing out in the wake of his. She waited as the other medium settled back into her body. Across the circle, Helen lifted her head and took a deep, unsteady breath.

        

        
               
        
            	«
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5
	6
	7
	8
	9
	10
	...
	23
	...
	35
	»

        

        Other books



    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
        Dangerous by Amanda Quick



    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
        Friendship Dance by Titania Woods



    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
        Claimed by Her Viking Wolf by Doris O'Connor



    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
        Locker 13 by R.L. Stine



    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
        In the Garden of Seduction by Cynthia Wicklund



    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
        Guard Dog? by Phoebe Matthews



    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
        White Trash Damaged by Teresa Mummert



    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
        The Thrall (The Viking Hero Series Book 1) by Njord Kane



    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
        Educating Aphrodite by Kimberly Killion



    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
        Begun by Time by Morgan O'Neill


        
        
    



        
                    

    





    
        
            © ThomasStone 2015 - 2024    Contact for me [email protected]                    


                
            
            
            
        

    







    
    