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CHAPTER ONE

19 January 1940

 


 


The
Kriegsmarine’s U.33 blew its buoyancy tanks and broke through the black surface
of the water just before 9.00 am Berlin time. The conning tower
hatch was opened and Kapitanleutnant Kroll and Oberleutnant
Bauer, erster Wachoffizier, emerged. The Bo’sun
and four watch crewmen scrambled onto the bridge next.

Above them the stars
glittered in the still dark morning sky, beneath them the water
swelled gently. Dawn was breaking through to the east; the sun
taking its time this far north. The winter, the first of the war,
had been one of the coldest on record and the men on deck soon felt
its bite. U-boat crewmen, on bitter mornings like this, gave thanks
for their cork-soled boots which prevented the numbing chill of the
steel penetrating their leg marrow. Kroll felt a comforting
rumbling beneath his feet as the Chief Engineer switched from
electric motor to the powerful diesels.

Kroll swept the horizon
with his Zeiss binoculars. Satisfied they had the sea to
themselves, he spent a few seconds watching the bow waves as the
boat cleaved cleanly through the water. The submerging had been a
practice one, the fourth since they had left their home port of
Wilhelmshaven two days before. So far the trip had been pretty
uneventful. They had crossed the North Sea undetected, but during
the night they had rounded Cape Wrath and turned south into North
Minch, the stretch of water dividing the Inner and Outer Hebrides.
They would need to maintain constant vigilance in enemy waters,
especially when passing the Firth of Clyde, before pushing farther
south into the North Channel.

Built in the
Germania yard at Kiel, the U.33
was a type VIIB boat, capable of eighteen knots
on the surface. Normally armed with fourteen torpedoes, on this
voyage the payload consisted of twenty-six magnetic mines. Naval
High Command had great expectations for the new mines, designed to
lie on the bottom undetected, exploding under the keel of any ship
unfortunate enough to sail above it, more often than not, breaking
its back.

Mine-laying was not the
sort of operation Kroll would have wished for on this his first
voyage as the ‘Old Man’. There would be no sinking pennants flown
when they returned to Wilhelmshaven, no tonnage towards a Knight’s
Cross. Mines could be as deadly as torpedoes, but the U-boats
received no credit when one sank an enemy vessel.

“Permission to come on
the bridge?”

Kroll recognised the voice of
one of the civilians on board. Mueller had the clipped tones common
to the Bavarian aristocracy.

“Permission granted,” he
barked down the speaking tube.

Mueller emerged quickly from
the hatch and nodded at Kroll.

Before
U.33 could lay any
mines, it had
another task to undertake. Civilian passengers hitching a ride on
board a U-boat were not unheard of, but still an infrequent enough
event to make him and the crew feel uneasy. Two men, grim-faced and
wrapped-up in heavy overcoats, carrying battered leather suitcases,
had boarded just before they sailed. Headquarters had warned Kroll
by coded radio signal to expect them. The blond-haired one,
Mueller, had handed Kroll his amended orders as soon as they were
at sea. The Kriegsmarine envelope had also borne the seal of the
Abwehr — Military Intelligence — so Kroll knew not to pry any
further into their business, and told his Bo'sun to pass a quiet
word of warning among the crew.

On opening
the orders, countersigned by Admiral Canaris, the Abwehr chief, he
found the instructions to be concise. Sailing under strict radio
silence, the U-boat was to take the two civilians to given
coordinates one thousand metres off the south-west coast of
Scotland, where they would disembark and row themselves ashore in
the U-boat’s collapsible dinghy. The U.33 was then to sail for the Clyde
estuary to lay its magnetic mines. The orders made no mention of
when and where the men were to be picked up again.

For their part the
interlopers had kept themselves to themselves, as best they could,
given the U-boat’s cramped conditions. They took turns to sleep in
a bunk that had been allocated to them in the crew’s bow room,
keeping both suitcases next to them at all times. When the chief
artificer had offered to find a place to stow the cases, the men
shook their heads in a manner that brooked no further discussion.
They ate their meals together and in silence. Although Mueller
would come into the control room from time to time, his companion,
an Irishman called Bracken, rarely left the bow room, other than to
visit the head.

The U-boat
crew, a superstitious bunch at the best of times, considered the
men’s ominous presence to be an ill omen. Kroll refused to allow
them or the mine-laying mission to dishearten his crew. Their
chance of glory would come soon enough. Admiral Doenitz, commander
of the U-boat fleet, had guaranteed it when he had taken his hand
to congratulate him on his promotion. Kroll’s opportunity to
command was a reward for the part he had played in
U.47’s now legendary
raid four months earlier. Under the command of Gunther
Prien, U.47 had
given the British a bloody nose at Scapa Flow. Prien had done the
unthinkable and slipped undetected through the narrow eastern
entrance of the Royal Navy’s backyard. The British had no idea they
were there until the first torpedo had exploded against the hull of
the Royal Oak,
blowing the mighty battleship asunder with a catastrophic loss of
life.

“Ship bearing 32 degrees,
Herr Kapitan,” the port lookout shouted.

Kroll swung his glasses around
and soon located the tell-tale masts etched against a trailing
plume of black-grey smoke. It was a merchant vessel, running in
darkness close to the coast, and apparently unaccompanied.

“Ten degrees to port,”
Kroll ordered the helmsman. The ship would not have seen them yet
and there was no harm in taking a closer look.

“Your orders were clear,
Herr Kapitanleutnant,” Mueller snapped. “You are to sail with all
due haste to the drop-off point.”

“Just taking a look,”
Kroll replied, with all the authority he could muster. “Any
intelligence I can gather on enemy shipping may prove
valuable.”

“Not as valuable as
following orders.”

Kroll
bristled. Who the hell was Mueller to question him? He was not on
the battlements of his family’s Black Forest Schloss now, ordering the village
peasants around. “Äusserste
kraft, full speed.”

“Herr Kapitan, she’s an
oil tanker,” the forward watch announced. “British!”

“And she’s low in the
water,” Bauer added.

Probably making for Scapa
Flow, Kroll thought. The tanker was alone against the skyline, and
with the rising sun at her stern as she zig-zagged, any other
accompanying vessel would be silhouetted like a pine on a bare
hillside. A fully laden twelve-thousand ton tanker, sailing without
escorts, would be a juicy prize.

“Clear for action,” Kroll
barked. “Gun crew on deck.”

Mueller stepped forward.
“Cancel that order!”

Kroll lowered his binoculars
and directed a hard stare towards Mueller. “Get below. You have no
authority here.”

Mueller just gave a
thin-lipped smile, turned and moved towards the hatch. He had to
wait for the gun crew to scramble onto the upper deck before he
could climb through the hatch and slide down the conning tower
ladder into the control room. Kroll let out a deep breath. He had
been expecting further protest. Mueller must have thought better of
threatening him with a report to his superiors. After all, it would
have been a threat without teeth; Mueller was not to be on the
U-boat when it made its return to Sludge City, the crew’s name for
Wilhelmshaven.

Below him on
the gun deck the ratings had the 88mm ready to fire. The
U.33 may have lacked
torpedoes, but it did have two hundred rounds for its deck gun,
three or four of which should be enough to earn the
U.33 its first sinking
pennant.

Kroll leaned in to the speaking
tube. “Any radio intercepts?”

“Negative, Herr Kapitan,”
the radio operator answered,

As the U-boat closed on
its unsuspecting prey, Kroll counted down the distance in his head.
As soon as they were within range, he gave the order. “Let’s wake
up her captain. Fire a warning shot across her bow.”

The deck gun roared and a
tongue of flame shot from the mouth of the barrel. Kroll nodded his
approval when he saw a plume of water rise out of the sea not a
hundred metres from the tanker’s bow. Nice shooting.

The sun was now providing
enough light for the crew to make out the merchant seamen as they
rushed to the hand railings to stare at the boiling maelstrom of
water sweeping past on their port side.

With a grunt of satisfaction,
Kroll noticed that the tanker was making less smoke and slowing. He
would have done the same thing if he and his crew were sitting on
top of thousands of tons of highly inflammable oil and someone was
threatening to lob a high explosive shell into their midst.

“Smart man, that tanker
skipper,” Bauer said, echoing his Kapitan’s thoughts.

The rating on the varta-lamp
stared at Kroll, anticipating delivery of his next order.

“Signal them to make no
radio transmissions and to surrender their vessel,” Kroll
said.

The lamp’s shutter
started its familiar clanking. Kroll expected the tanker’s captain
would count his blessings that the U-boat had given him the
opportunity to get his crew off without any loss of life. With any
luck, before evening the captain and his men would be enjoying a
beer in one of Ullapool’s public houses without having got their
feet wet.

The tanker’s seamen moved
away from the port bow and started to prepare to launch the
lifeboat. Kroll watched the frantic crew slip the bindings holding
the tarpaulin. The tanker was already almost dead in the water,
another sure sign that it had a very full hold.

“Can you make out a
name?” Kroll asked.

“It
looks like the Algonquin,” the watch officer
replied uncertainly. “French- sounding?”

“Herr Kapitan, it’s North
American Indian,” the gunner spoke up, not once allowing his
attention to wander from keeping a deadly bead on the tanker.
“She’s out of Liverpool. I was once moored beside her in the Port
of Glasgow.”

Kroll returned his
attention to the merchant ship. The crew had swung out the davits
and the men were climbing into the lifeboat. Try as he could, Kroll
could not be sure at this distance which of them was the captain.
As the crew took their seats, the two seamen on the winches started
to lower the lifeboat.

An abrupt announcement came
from the speaking tube. “Herr Kapitan, the tanker is signalling its
position!”

Kroll responded
instinctively to the hostile act.

“Fire two rounds into her
side!”

The deck gun roared a
fraction of a second after he had finished giving the command. The
steel deck shook from absorbing the recoil and Kroll had to stretch
out a hand and grab the bulwark to steady himself. The lifeboat was
riding the waves and a few of the seamen were lowering oars to row
away from the tanker. Their heads turned as one as the shell
exploded into the wall of steel towering above them. Red-hot
shrapnel and burning oil rained down on them.

The gun fired again, but
Kroll knew that it was overkill. The tanker was already doomed. A
second explosion ripped through the tanker’s stern. A few of the
seamen stood up, coated with the flaming black oil. The
clinker-built lifeboat was a mass of flames. Two men threw
themselves into the water, but the oil pouring from the ruptured
steel plates was spreading faster than they could swim. The sea
seemed to be on fire. A blanket of thick black smoke was rising
quickly across the morning sky.

Sickened at the needless
slaughter, Kroll, his face as white as chalk, watched as the
devouring flames caught the two swimmers.

“Herr Kapitan,” the radio
operator shouted, scrambling through the conning tower hatch. “The
tanker did not use its radio. It did not signal its location!” he
shouted breathlessly.

“What are you saying?”
Kroll demanded, but realised in that instant what Mueller had done.
For he knew it had been the arrogant Bavarian who had used the
speaking tube to deceive him into sending the British seamen to a
fiery hell.

 


 


 


Bill Bracken swung his
legs from the hammock and rubbed sleep from his eyes. He checked
his watch. He had been asleep for barely an hour. The sound of the
U-boat’s deck gun had woken him, but he had assumed it had been a
test firing and tried to get back to sleep. The second round
clearly indicated that something was afoot.

He pushed aside the cured
hams, sausages and the string nets of onions that the cook had
slung from the bulkhead. Before a U-boat sailed, space had to be
found for the provisions, which usually meant keeping them off the
ever-wet deck. Bracken hopped down to the steel floor, checking
that both the battered brown-leather suitcases were still safely
stowed in the bunk.

“What’s the commotion?”
he asked one of the crew.

The man fired him a dirty
look and shrugged. If he knew, he certainly had no intention of
sharing the information with Bracken. The crew treated Mueller and
himself like lepers. Their attitude did not perturb Bracken; he had
endured much worse for the greater part of his life.

Mueller’s return
interrupted Bracken’s maudlin recollections. The German’s had
replaced his customary arrogant sneer with a smirk.

“Halsschmerzen,” Mueller said derisively. “That fool Kroll has a sore
throat.”

Bracken had overheard the
crew talking about U-boat commanders with such an affliction. Men
in a hurry to have the Führer hang a Knight’s Cross round their
neck, the award for sinking one hundred thousand tonnes of enemy
shipping.

Mueller leant into
Bracken and whispered, “The Tommies will know soon enough that
there is a U-boat operating in the area, but there will be no
witnesses left to tell them what bearing it was on.”

Mueller’s eyes were a
cruel hard grey, and they sent a shiver down Bracken’s back. The
German was capable of snuffing out a life without giving it a
second thought. They had first met just after Christmas at the
Abwehr training camp at Quertz Lake near Brandenburg. Bracken had
been unceremoniously plucked from vital war construction work at a
Hamburg shipyard and been ordered to report for a crash three-week
instruction course. Specialists had instructed him and three other
men, two Frenchmen and a Pole, on basic field-craft; how to handle
explosives; how to use a radio transmitter: how to survive as a
saboteur behind enemy lines. The day came when they were to be
taught how to kill.

The four men assembled
outdoors in the freezing cold, dressed only in shorts and vests, to
await their instructor. They had remained there for an hour before
a tall, blond-haired man appeared.

“My name is Mueller,” he
announced. He was dressed in British Army khaki battledress,
complete with gaiters and boots. Walking along the line of men, he
gave each a depreciatory appraisal, before taking up a position in
front of them.

“Have any of you dog
turds ever killed a man?” he asked.

The Pole tentatively held up a
hand.

“A knife in the back or a
razor across the throat?” Mueller asked.

“Neither, it was a lump
of rock.”

The German nodded approvingly.
“Lesson number one. You will never be unarmed as long as you use
your imagination.”

Mueller pointed at Bracken.
“Step forward. I want you to attack me as if your life depended on
it.”

Bracken hesitated. He did
not see any rocks lying on the ground, but he felt sure skills he
had picked up the hard way in Belfast would stand to
him.

“Come on turd. I’ve just
fucked your sister, now I’m going to fuck your mother.”

The mention of his mother
did it for Bracken. He bent into a crouch, tucked his chin in, and
lunged at the German.

Mueller swivelled as
gracefully as a bullfighter, evaded the clumsy charge, and
retaliated by slamming a knuckle-duster enclosed fist into
Bracken’s kidney.

Bracken stumbled to all
fours on the frozen earth, feeling like a wall had fallen on him.
Pain blinded him and his legs refused to support him. His back went
into spasm as he tried to raise himself.

Mueller drew back a boot
and sank it between Bracken’s legs. The Irishman took no further
part in the first lesson.

Instructor for both the
armed and unarmed combat sessions at the camp, Mueller continued to
use Bracken or one of the other men as hapless victims as he taught
them to kill with whatever was to hand. Anything from a kitchen
knife to a rolled-up magazine. He stressed that the mechanics of
killing was relatively simple, but only if you had the resolve. The
secret was to never hold back when launching an attack.

“Or to have Mueller in
your sights,” one of the Frenchmen whispered.

It had come as a bolt
from the blue when Bracken learnt, twenty-four hours before the
U-boat sailed, that Mueller was to accompany him. Ostensibly, he
was there to assist Bracken and to act as a liaison between the
Irishmen and a well-placed fifth-columnist, but Bracken felt there
was a more ominous explanation. He suspected that some of the
Abwehr planners were not convinced that his motivation was powerful
enough to see the job through. As long as he proved valuable, then
he would be unharmed, but if the undertaking failed, or if he
compromised himself in some way, Mueller would show him little
mercy. He was expendable.

Bracken rubbed his
bristled face uneasily, before turning round to the suitcases and
starting to undo the leather straps of the one nearer him. He
raised the lid and pushed aside his gas mask and his spare clothing
packed neatly on top, exposing a parcel wrapped in oilcloth. He
gently undid the outer layers of the parcel, as he had done every
six hours since he had boarded the U-boat. The three yellowish
blocks of amatol were still untouched and dry. The explosive, a
fifty-fifty split of TNT and ammonium nitrate, was safe to handle,
but it was prone to absorbing moisture, thus reducing its
effectiveness.

Mueller undid the other
case to check its contents. Wrapped in cotton wool were a dozen
percussion caps, the detonators for the explosive. There was also a
cardboard case of colour-coded time-delay fuses. Each fuse
contained an exact amount of acetone, which, when released, would
dissolve a celluloid dish-shaped stopper that held back a primed
striker. Simple, but effective.

They were closing the
suitcases when the Bo’sun appeared, his face as dark as a
thundercloud. He grabbed Mueller by the arm. “Kapitan Kroll wants
to see you in the control room.”

Mueller fired back a look of
such venom that the man dropped his hand and took an involuntary
step backwards.

“Now,” the Bo’sun
mumbled.

 


 


 


Still on the
upper-deck, Kroll was incandescent with rage at having allowed
himself to fall victim to Mueller’s subterfuge. There was nothing
he could do for the merchant seamen, that much was certain.
The Algonquin was
already well down by the stern and could not last more than a few
minutes before she slipped below the surface. There was no sign of
life on board and no longer any in the water. Kroll forced his eyes
away from the scene of carnage. His priority was now to put as much
distance as possible between his U-boat and the sinking. The smoke
pall would be visible for miles, and it would not be long before a
RAF plane came snooping.

He gave the order. “Starboard
fifteen degrees. Fifteen knots.”

The drawn faces of the
men on deck showed that Kroll was not alone in feeling revulsion at
having fired on surrendering civilians. He was certain that it
would hit morale, and no doubt some would ridicule him for allowing
Mueller to so easily dupe him.

Kroll handed the bridge
to his watch officer and went below to confront Mueller. If he
could have, he would have had the sinister Bavarian and his Irish
companion thrown overboard.

 


 


 



CHAPTER TWO

 


 


Three-quarters of an hour
after leaving the site of the sinking, the U-boat dived to hide
from an approaching biplane. As Kroll suspected, the RAF had indeed
decided to take a look at what had caused the smoke cloud.
Thankfully, the lone aircraft either failed to see the U-boat or
had no torpedo to drop, because their journey south was
uninterrupted. For the next four hours the hydrophone operators
kept up a heightened vigil, but, apart from the beating thrash from
the propeller of an occasional fishing boat, Little Minch seemed
remarkably quiet. The U-boat surfaced and, running on diesel
engines, navigated a course well to the west of the Firth of Clyde.
Eventually, with the Firth and the Mull of Kintyre in his wake,
Kroll felt relaxed enough to allow the crew to take turns on the
upper deck for a smoke break.

Later, Kroll
ordered that the U-boat submerge to periscope depth when it reached
the North Channel and turned towards the coast. The
U.33 arrived at the
drop-off point two hours before darkness cloaked the Scottish
lowlands. Through the periscope, Kroll inspected the rocky
coastline of the double peninsula known as the Rinns of Galloway.
Loch Ryan to the north provided shelter for the ferry port of
Stranraer, while to the south of the isthmus was the broader Luce
Bay. The small fishing port of Portpatrick was on the south-western
flank and Kroll could make out the roofs of the houses against the
dark mass of land behind. A short distance along the coast was
Black Head, his passengers’ navigational landmark. Fortunately, the
sea was calm and, if it stayed that way, his two passengers should
have little problem reaching an isolated cove.

To await nightfall, Kroll
had the U-boat sink to the sea floor. They would remain on the
bottom until it was time to unload the agents. He and his officers
had kept the men working flat out since the destruction of the
tanker. The men sweated and the brass gleamed. There had been some
mutterings of discontent, but the ratings had directed their venom
at Mueller, not the Kapitan. The less time they had to brood over
the sinking of the tanker, the less trouble he could expect. He had
had a confrontation with Mueller in the control room, but had
deliberately kept it brief. That was the trouble with a U-boat:
there was nowhere to reprimand someone without the whole crew
knowing about it. Mueller admitted his underhandedness, but as far
as he was concerned the matter was over. Kroll had confined Mueller
to the bow room for the remainder of his time on the
U-boat.

 


 


 


Mueller had not uttered a
word on his return from the control room. Not that this worried
Bracken, who was taciturn at the best of times, a characteristic of
which his Quertz Lake instructors had heartily approved. They
cautioned him that one of the sternest tests he would face as an
agent operating in enemy territory would be isolation. It did not
matter if he was carousing in a bar full of drunken Scotsmen, or
travelling in a crowded train. He would be alone at all times. His
false identity and clandestine operation would make him vulnerable,
and there would be times when he would crave someone to share the
burden of loneliness with. It happens, a veteran of the Spanish
Civil War had warned him. A prison guard befriends an inmate and
lets down his guard. Kidnap victims come to trust their
abductors.

Several
crewmen were eating a meal in the bow room, firing occasional evil
looks in Mueller and Bracken’s direction. The cook had brewed
coffee, but the crew had not shared it with the two civilians.
Eventually it was time for them to prepare to leave the U-boat.
Bracken would be glad to breathe fresh air again, after the stale
miasma of oil and sweat in the U-boat. There was a flurry of
activity in the control room, followed by the noise of compressed
air being forced into the saddle ballast tanks. The crew held their
breath and listened. A metallic creak echoed through the bulkhead
as the U-boat shifted, followed by a scraping along the outside of
the pressurised hull as the U-33
tore itself clear of the sandy bottom. Almost
imperceptibly the U-boat began its rise.

Mueller pulled on his thick
overcoat and tied the ends of the belt in a loose knot. He took a
flat cap from a pocket and pulled it tightly on his head.

“How dae I lick?” he
asked Bracken. “Jock Miller doon fram Paisley.”

Bracken had to give him
his due. Mueller had a knack with accents that was the equal of
Admiral Canaris. Fluent in English, Mueller could switch from
Dubliner, to Muscovite, to Glaswegian in the twinkling of an eye.
Bracken, on the other hand, would be sticking with his Belfast
accent. Even after twenty years of living in Germany, his accent
was as strong as the day he and his mother had boarded the
Liverpool ferry and left Ireland behind.

Two crewmen came for the
collapsible dinghy that was stowed under the deck-plates in the
forward torpedo room. The dinghy would be manoeuvred onto the upper
deck from the forward torpedo supply hatch, the galley and conning
tower hatches being too restricted.

Bracken took a few
moments to button his heavy overcoat and tuck a woollen scarf round
his neck and under his chin. He was thankful he had chosen to wear
an Arran roll-neck sweater under his corduroy jacket. It would be
cold on the upper deck, but once they were on the water the rowing
should keep them warm. Mueller picked up his suitcase and headed
towards the control-room. Bracken fell in behind. The crew’s empty
stares followed them.

“Periscope depth,”
announced the man on the Papenberg depth gauge in the control room.
“Steady trim.”

Kroll raised the
periscope and spent some time sweeping the sea just above their
heads. Satisfied that there were no nasty surprises waiting on top,
Kroll gave the order to surface. He lowered periscope and turned
his attention to his two passengers.

“It’s a clear night, with
little cloud cover, but only an eighth moon. There’s a slight
onshore breeze, so just a gentle swell. You will have a thousand
metres to the beach. Disembark as quickly as possible.”

The watch officer climbed
the conning tower ladder and spun the hatch wheel. He raised the
hatch and pushed it back with a heavy metallic clank. A few litres
of seawater poured in, followed by a blast of cold night air.
Bracken waited for him to climb out onto the bridge before lifting
his suitcase and pushing it through the hatch. Mueller passed him
his case, and then they climbed out onto the upper deck. Bracken
took a hard look to starboard. He knew it was only a few miles to
the Northern Ireland coast, but he could not make it out. For the
first time in two decades he was close to the land he once thought
of as home. He switched his attention to the Scottish coast, also a
spiritual home of sorts. Many Northern Ireland Protestants were
more Scottish than Irish, a heritage reflected in their language
and culture.

This is it, thought Bracken;
there’s no going back now. He was arriving in Scotland like a thief
in the dark, but one who was hell bent on destruction, not larceny.
If he succeeded, it would send a shock wave throughout the British
Empire and weaken its capacity to wage war.

Bracken and Mueller
watched the crewmen assemble the small boat. Closer to a raft than
dinghy, Bracken thought: a slatted keel, lined with rubber, and
flimsy canvas sides. It looked as if it had all the seagoing
potential of a tea chest. The Bo’sun pushed off the boat from the
upper deck onto the port saddle ballast tank, where the waves
lapped at its base. Mueller stepped carefully over the gunwale and
set his case in the prow, Bracken followed. There was no
cross-bench to sit on, so the men had to kneel on the rubber lining
of the hull. They used the paddles to shove off. The small craft
bobbed freely on the water, causing Bracken to think he had
underestimated it. Without a word of farewell to the crew, Bracken
and Mueller swung their paddles and started for the
shore.

Behind them
came the sound of barked commands as the U-33 prepared to get underway. The
U-boat would stay on the surface as it turned in a wide arc and
sailed north towards the Clyde estuary, diving only if some enemy
ship was sighted. Bracken soon found his heavy overcoat cumbersome
to paddle in. He rested the paddle across his knees so he could
undo the buttons and ease his shoulders from it. With renewed
vigour, he quickly matched Mueller’s rapid stroke rate. Bracken
shook freezing seawater from his face as a wave broke against the
side of the dinghy. His eyes strained to discern some feature of
the shore. Not a single light broke black-out conditions along the
coastline.

The volume of water
collecting inside the boat was already a cause for concern. Not
only did it slow them down, but only a fool would risk a soaking on
a night as cold as this.

“Get rid of some water.”
Mueller shouted, still paddling feverishly.

Bracken cupped his hands
and started to bale. The seawater was like ice and the cold bit
into his fingers. He scooped for several minutes, but it did not
seem to have much effect on the ever-rising level. Baling faster,
he wondered if the damned dinghy was waterproof at all.

Halfway to land, Mueller
stopped paddling and started to bale too. The water was almost to
the tops of their thighs. Bracken probed round the lining of the
dinghy, under the water, his hands so numb, his fingers moved
clumsily. However, he found soon enough what he was searching for,
what he feared had to be there. Between the slats, there was a
two-foot gash in the dinghy’s canvas skin! The interior rubber
lining was slowing the inrush of seawater, but it was inevitable
that the small boat would sink before they reached shore. Bracken
felt the slit again. The edges were neat, as though sliced with a
sharp knife. Some of the U-boat’s crew must have decided to settle
a score with Mueller.

Bracken nudged Mueller’s
back. “There’s a bloody great hole in this thing,” he
snarled.

Mueller looked back to
where Bracken was trying to stuff an arm of his overcoat into the
slit. It was evident his efforts were failing. In forcing the coat
between the rubber and the slats, all he was doing was widening the
aperture. The water level had risen to a critical level, and the
boat now had the buoyancy of a brick. Both men again tried to bale
in a last desperate attempt to keep afloat, but it was a lost
cause.

“We’ll have to swim for
it,” Bracken said.

Mueller nodded. “Leave the
cases in the boat and we’ll cling to the side. It’ll stay buoyant
longer without our weight.”

That made sense to
Bracken. He filled his lungs and rolled sideways into the water of
the North Channel. The cold hit him like an electric shock. He
surfaced and shook water from his eyes. He had no idea what the
life expectancy of a man in these waters would be, but it could not
be long. His saturated clothing dragged heavily, making it a
struggle to keep his head above the waves. There was a splash
nearby as Mueller launched himself into the water. Clinging on to
the gunwales, they kicked for the shore, three hundred metres away.
About the length of three soccer pitches, Bracken thought
grimly.

They battled on for what
seemed like an eternity, but the shore did not seem any
closer.

Mueller stopped kicking.
“Forget the boat,” he yelled. “It’s slowing us down. We’re going
have to ditch the explosives.”

Bracken prised his frozen
fingers from the gunwale. He saw Mueller thrashing vigorously on
the other side of the boat, and he seemed to be making better
progress. Catching a glimpse of waves breaking on slick black rocks
ahead of them, Bracken started after the German.

Within a few strokes he
found a steady rhythm. He forced himself to ignore how
muscle-numbing the water was, how his heavy clothing dragged, and
just willed himself to swim. Two hundred metres still to go. Every
stroke required an unbelievable effort, but Bracken gritted his
teeth and kept going.

Near to exhaustion,
Bracken’s flailing arm finally struck a barnacle-encrusted rock
just under the surface of the waves. It was a wonderful feeling. He
knew he would make it now and pushed forward with renewed
determination. On his right he caught sight of Mueller struggling.
A wave rolled the German unto his back and it seemed like ages
before Mueller managed to correct himself. His arms were barely
leaving the water and his face was submerged.

As Bracken watched, the German
slid beneath the surface.

Bracken swam a
half-a-dozen strokes to the spot where the German sank. He sucked
in a large gulp of air and dived. Disoriented in an absolute
blackness all Bracken could do was grope around pointlessly. He
kicked his legs and surfaced.

He took in a fresh breath
and dived again, his shoulder crashing against a sharp rock. The
impact knocked the precious air from his lungs. He broke for the
surface. He told himself to forget about Mueller. There was no
point both of them dying. It was what Mueller would have
done.

He filled his lungs again
and dived for the third time. What was the sense, he thought, as he
fumbled around in the dark like a blind man? The current had almost
certainly swept Mueller farther along the shoreline. With his lungs
close to bursting, Bracken finally made contact with something
soft. His hands explored his prize. It was Mueller. Bracken secured
his grip and kicked upwards.

Breaking through the top
of the waves, Bracken gulped reviving oxygen. The freezing air made
him splutter, yet never had he tasted anything as good. He
struggled to keep both of them above the surface. Mueller appeared
lifeless, but Bracken was not giving up now. He wrapped his left
arm round Mueller’s torso and started a lopsided crawl. After a
dozen strokes he again struck rocks just below the surface. He
allowed his legs to sink and discovered that they had reached a
wave platform. Bracken half-swam, half-staggered the final few
yards until he reached a spur of rock. Ignoring the protests of his
exhausted muscles, he hauled Mueller’s motionless body out of the
water and draped it over the glistening, coal-black
basalt.

 


 


 


Bracken did not know
where he found the reserves of strength, but he managed to haul
himself and Mueller across the rocky shore and into a small crack
in the low cliff behind. The opening at the cliff base afforded
some shelter from the elements. Realising that time was not on the
German’s side, Bracken went to work. He stripped off Mueller’s
coat, rolled him onto his side and felt for a pulse. Bracken was so
cold he doubted if he would have felt a jazz drummer beating out a
solo on his numbed fingers. All he could do was to get blood
circulating through his companion’s frozen body. He rubbed
Mueller’s left arm vigorously, then started on the right. His skin
was the tone of old ivory.

For a few minutes,
Bracken worked feverishly. His ceaseless kneading seemed to bring
colour back into the pallid skin, which he took as a good sign.
Perhaps he was just imagining it, because the thin moonlight was
the only illumination he had. However, the effort he was expending
on the German was helping his own body combat the arctic
conditions. He discovered a gun in a leather holster strapped next
to Mueller’s chest. It was a six-round Webley, a bulky revolver
carried by British officers.

Bracken’s ministrations
receive a reward when there was a wheeze from the back of Mueller’s
throat and his chest heaved. Heartened, he redoubled his efforts
and in a few moments a trickle of mucous-laden water trickled from
the corner of his mouth. Bracken landed a few stout slaps across
the broad of his companion’s back. Mueller coughed and spewed out a
stronger stream of seawater. He took a deep breath and his eyes
flicked open. Bracken was jubilant at the sign of life, glazed and
unfocussed as it was.

“That’s it. You’re almost
there,” he urged.

Mueller’s eyelids closed
slowly, but the rise and fall of his chest showed that he was
hanging on.

Bracken pushed himself to
his feet. He stripped off his sweater and wrung the water from it.
He extracted a box of matches from the oilskin pouch he wore around
his waist. The Abwehr had not gone to all the trouble of supplying
him with original identification documents, ration cards and
currency without ensuring they would remain dry.

At the rear of the cliff
crack, Bracken found some driftwood as dry and as brittle as old
bones. Without kindling, he would have to go for broke with the
matches and light them all at once. Hunkering down to form a
windbreak, he struck a bunch of matches off the stone cliff. They
flared strongly and he pushed the burning brand into the heart of
the driftwood mound. The flames flickered and caught. He knew a
passing ship would see a light from miles out at sea, but what
captain would risk more than a fleeting look. Too shallow to come
closer to the shore to investigate what was probably nothing more
than some youths’ beach bonfire. He doubted there would be any
lobster boats out at night.

Bracken went back to get
Mueller and was pleased to see that once again his eyes were open
and his breathing was growing stronger. He put his hands under
Mueller’s shoulders and dragged him towards the fire. His first
priority was to warm up both of them and to dry out their clothes.
Maybe later he would have a chance to explore the coastline in
either direction, in case the sea had washed up their suitcases.
Not that the Amatol would be of any use. The seawater would have
left it with as much explosive power as a farthing squib. The
operation had ended in failure before it had started.

 


 


 


Mueller’s recovery grew
more rapid as heat from the fire warmed his exhausted body. Bracken
was draping some of their clothes over a drying-frame he had
constructed out of sticks when the German spoke for the first
time.

“We both made it then,”
Mueller said, his voice faint.

Bracken turned to face
him. “Just about. What I wouldn’t give for a couple of
blankets.”

“Where are we?” Mueller
tried to raise his head, but the effort proved too much for
him.

“About a hundred metres
south of Black Head, I think,” Bracken said.

“Any chance we were
seen?” Mueller asked, patting the side of his chest. “Where’s my
gun?”

“It’s over there,”
Bracken said, nodding to the firearm propped up on a ledge near the
fire. “And no, I don’t think we were spotted.”

Mueller pushed himself up on
his elbows. “Suitcases gone?”

“We were bloody lucky we
didn’t go with them.” Bracken found it hard to conceal the growing
fury he was feeling towards Mueller. A short time earlier he had
struggled to save his life; now he had to stop himself from
throttling him. If the arrogant bugger had not been so damned keen
to get one over on Kroll, they would not have been in this
mess.

“What happens now?”
Bracken asked pointedly.

“We go on with the
operation,” Mueller replied. “The only thing that has changed is
that we’ve lost the explosives.”

“A wee
problem.”

Mueller pursed his lips.
“It’s a set-back, but not insurmountable. The deadline remains the
twenty-sixth of February.”

Bracken threw another
piece of driftwood on the fire and watched a shower of sparks flare
into the sky and oblivion. The same fate awaited them if Mueller
insisted on continuing. It was madness. Seawater must have got into
his head. The Abwehr had taught him how to create a bang using a
mixture of potash, flour and sugar, but it was a low-grade
explosive, no substitute for Amatol. They had not come to Scotland
to blow up railway tracks, or to throw a spanner into the British
military machine with the odd bit of petty sabotage here and there.
The target they sought to destroy was big. The biggest in the
world.

 


 


 



CHAPTER THREE

 


It took Bracken most of
the night, but by the time his watch read five o’clock both he and
Mueller were in dry clothes again. They looked dishevelled in their
crumpled jackets and trousers. Neither man had an overcoat.
Mueller’s would have taken too long to dry out, and Bracken’s had
gone down with the dinghy. The leather of their boots had toughened
as it dried, but would soften as they continued their journey. The
next stage of their journey called for them to cross the Rinns on
foot, making for Stranraer. It was a four-mile hike, along a
section of the Southern Upland Way, over rough ground and with a
couple of burns to ford.

Bracken was not convinced that
Mueller had recovered fully enough to attempt the hike, but he
insisted that he was fit for it.

“The first train is due
to depart at seven-thirty,” Bracken reminded him. The Quertz
planners had thought it prudent for Bracken to leave Stranraer
under cover of darkness and on the day’s busiest train.

“Then it’s time we moved
off,” Mueller replied, slipping the revolver back into its holster
and pulling down his pullover to conceal it. “We’d best keep to
English from now on.”

Bracken kicked the embers
of the dying fire into a nearby rock pool. The breeze had died over
the last hour, but still the cold cut through his clothes like a
knife. He would be relieved to be on the move. Bracken would have
gladly handed over a pound note for a mug of hot sweet
tea.

They located Black Head
easily enough and scrambled up the grassy slope of its flank. The
hoar frost had turned the long grass into fragile spikes, which
their clambering boots crushed underfoot. Within a few minutes of
leaving the shore, their exhaled breath was trailing behind them
like a billowy mist in the cold air. Mueller made it to the top
without any problem and peered down along the rocks below. It was
too dark to see if the sea had washed up the dinghy farther along
the coast.

“Maybe we’ll be lucky and
it won’t wash ashore,” Mueller said, his voice lacking assurance.
“I hate to leave without knowing.”

Bracken felt the same
way. A fisherman or beachcomber stumbling across the dinghy or the
suitcases would soon inform the police. All they could hope for was
to be long gone when it happened.

The path ran a few yards
in from the cliff’s edge and the two men started to walk east along
it, across the northern section of the double peninsula. The track
was easy to follow in the thin moonlight and, apart from the odd
huddle of sheep gathered together for warmth, the high moor was
empty. Dunskey Burn was little more than a narrow brook, which they
leapt across. Pitanton Burn was a more formidable obstacle, but
there were plenty of rocks to act as stepping-stones.

Ninety minutes after leaving
the shore, they walked over a crest and saw the silvery water of
Loch Ryan below. At the seaward end they could just make out the
black shadow of the Belfast ferry as it steamed south into the
Loch. Moonlight reflected off the boat’s wake like a ribbon of
mercury.

“Let’s pick up the pace,”
Mueller said, lengthening his stride.

Bracken fell in behind,
his eyes lingering on the ferry boat. He speculated about the
passengers. There would be a fair number of men in uniform, mostly
army and navy; the air force preferred to transport its personnel
by plane. No doubt there would also be plenty of workers from the
neutral Irish Free State seeking employment in the United Kingdom’s
wartime economy. There would be beef, pork and linen on the ferry
as well, produce Northern Ireland had long exported. Its cargo and
the ferry’s regular crossing, Bracken realised, made it a very
tempting prize for a prowling U-boat.

The path was now downhill and
soon the roofs of the outlying Stranraer houses became discernible.
Vertical columns of smoke rose from many chimneys.

Mueller stopped at a fork in
the path. “This is where we part company. The track on the left
will take you down into Stranraer, the other swings round to the
south-east.” Unexpectedly, he held out his hand.

“We’ll meet up as
arranged,” Bracken said.

“Count on it.” Mueller
turned on his heels and walked briskly away. Bracken watched him
disappear into the pre-dawn gloom, before taking the path that
would bring him into town.

Nobody paid Bracken the
slightest notice as he walked along the first street he came to. A
shaggy-haired terrier eyed him for a few moments and gave a sharp
yelp, before waddling off to sniff a lamppost. The houses were
redbrick terraces, not unlike the one he had lived in Belfast. He
remembered how he would have to crack the ice in the outside toilet
on mornings like this. His mother would keep a fire burning in the
grate all night, damped well down with slack, so she could easily
stir it into life to warm the scullery before Bill came downstairs.
There would always be a plate of porridge cooling on the scrubbed
pine table. He would pour buttermilk onto it, and on Sunday
mornings his mother allowed him a spoonful of Lyle’s Golden Syrup
to sweeten it.

The shops in the centre
of Stranraer were still closed, the glass in their windows heavily
criss-crossed with pasted brown tape. Bracken noticed that the
shelves were reasonably well stocked. The Kriegsmarine would need
time and more U-boats to fully blockade the country and deprive its
people of basic essentials, although Bracken knew that the British
government had recently introduced some rationing. Bacon, butter
and sugar were the first to be carded.

Churchill had had the
Royal Navy blockade Germany in the Great War, and a people who have
known hunger do not soon forgive those who engineered it.
Three-quarters of a million Germans died of starvation, with the
residents of Hamburg having enduring some of the worst hardship.
Churchill was the most hated man in the Fatherland and the one the
Führer feared the most. Many of Hitler's most fanatical Nazi
supporters had known empty bellies back then. Now the two countries
were at war once more and Churchill was again First Lord of the
Admiralty.

A soldier wearing a Black Watch
kilt emerged from a doorway of a butcher’s. He looked up at an
upstairs window and blew a kiss to a dark-haired woman. Then he
hoisted a kitbag on his shoulder and, without giving Bracken a
second glance, briskly set off down the street. Probably heading
for the railway station, Bracken thought, following him. He soon
caught the familiar harbour smells, and heard the shrieking
seagulls as they circled above.

The station was already
stirring into life. Several horse-drawn carts were lined-up at a
ramp and red-faced farmers were unloading heavy milk churns. A
small flat-bed lorry bearing a load of wooden egg cases stacked
under a torn green tarpaulin was idling near the entrance of the
goods yard, its driver nowhere to be seen. A steady stream of
passengers was making for the ticket office, before flowing onto
the platform. A train was waiting to be boarded, the doors of its
eight carriages open, Bracken noticed with satisfaction. Trains
were all too frequently cancelled, he knew, because the military
had commandeered them for troop movement. A policeman was talking
with an elderly woman, offering to carry her case.

Nobody asked Bracken for
identification as he bought his second-class ticket to Glasgow. He
moved onto the platform. One or two travellers already occupied
many of the carriages, but there would be standing room only once
the ferry passengers arrived. Bracken used some of his change to
buy a packet of Gallagher cigarettes and a box of matches at the
platform kiosk. Lighting one, he took a deep drag. He was not a
heavy smoker, but could not resist the chance to indulge himself
once more in the familiar smell of the tobacco. His paternal
grandfather had worked at Gallagher’s York Street factory in
Belfast. The old man came home each evening reeking of the finest
Virginian tobacco. No amount of scrubbing with carbolic soap or
liberal applications of bay rum could mask the ingrained
stink.

Bracken entered a
carriage and found a window seat, nodding in a friendly manner to a
middle-aged man in the opposite corner. His fellow passenger was
dressed in a cheap pin-stripe suit and a white shirt, its cuffs
frayed. Neither of them were a picture of sartorial elegance.
Bracken took another drag on his cigarette and settled back to
await the ferry passengers.

 


 


 


 


Mueller wasted little
time in locating what he sought. After parting from Bracken, he
followed the path for a few hundred metres before leaving it and
entering Stranraer from the south-east. It was the more prosperous
end of town, well away from the bustle of the ferry port and the
rail terminal. The houses were of a grand design, mostly detached
and built of Scottish sandstone. They had three or four bedrooms,
large gardens and often a garage.

The fourth
house that Mueller came to had a gleaming brass plaque fixed to a
pillar. Dr. George Stirling. Surgery hours
9.00 to 12.00, Monday to Saturday. By Appointment
Only. Years of polishing had abraded the
engraved letters, which suggested that the doctor was no longer
young. Mueller used the lion’s head knocker to rap loudly on the
front door. After a few moments he rapped again, more insistently
this time.

A grey-haired man in his
early sixties eventually opened the door, wearing a dark-blue
dressing gown, striped cotton pyjamas and leather slippers. “What
can I do for you?” he said to Mueller, appraising him with a bleary
expression. “You’ll wake up the whole house.”

“You have to dress and
come awa’ me. Mae wife has taken poorly.” Mueller snatched at the
doctor’s arm.

“Wait a minute. What’s
the matter with her?” the doctor asked, shaking off Mueller’s
hand.

“She’s had an accident.
She’s fallan doon the stairs.”

“Is she
conscious?”

“No, and she’s bleeding,”
Mueller said, his Paisley accent arousing no suspicion.

The doctor was now wide awake
and had slipped into his professional manner. “Where is she
bleeding? Her head?”

“Not her head. Down
there,” Mueller replied, dropping his eyes. “She’s six month’s
pregnant.”

“What’s the
address?”

“It’s an estate house
near Lochinch Castle. Come on, I’ll show you the way.”

“Can you
drive?”

“Yes, but I have nae car.
I ran here.”

The doctor opened the door
fully and invited Mueller in. He lifted a bunch of keys from a
mahogany hall table. “Go round the side of the house and start my
car. Reverse it out of the garage and park it out front. That will
give me time to dress and collect my bag.”

Mueller seized the car
keys and darted out the front door. He found the double doors of
the garage bolted, but the padlock hung unlocked. He quickly slid
the bolt across and propped open the doors. Unlocking the driver’s
door of the dark-grey Humber, he slid behind the wheel and pulled
out the choke. The car’s engine fired on the first press of the
starter button. The petrol gauge read almost full, as he had
expected. Most rural doctors had a habit of keeping their petrol
tanks topped up; they did not want to have to stop to fill up on
the way to an emergency. Mueller knew that petrol restrictions had
been introduced seven months before, but also that GPs received
extra allowances.

He backed the car out of
the garage and round the gable end of the house. Mueller slid over
to the passenger side and opened the glove compartment. There was
an empty spectacle case, a road map of Scotland, a screwdriver and
some copper coins. Easing his revolver from its holster, Mueller
hid it down the side of the seat. The doctor emerged from the house
carrying a brown leather bag. He was dressed in a dark suit, but
had not bothered with a stud collar or a tie.

“Take the Loch road,”
Mueller said. “Be canny tho’, the frost is lyin’ thick on
it.”

Stirling moved off. “I don’t
know you. Are you new to the town?”

Mueller nodded. “Just
here fram Christmas. The wife wanted out of Glasgow because of the
bairn — before the bombers came. Her uncle’s a ghillie on the
estate, and had a spare room in his house.”

Stirling would be happy
with the story, Mueller knew, there had been reports in the British
newspapers of pregnant women fearing for their unborn in the wake
of the evacuation of children from the cities.

The car turned off the
main road onto a narrower side road that cut between the White and
Black Lochs, the castle lying a quarter of a mile farther on. The
frost had starched the draped spiders’ webs on the hedgerows. As
they neared the lochs, the land either side of the road opened up,
but a haar-like mist shrouding the frozen water had greatly reduced
visibility.

Mueller glanced over his
shoulder. Here was as good a place as any. He slipped his hand down
the side of the seat and grasped the revolver. He jammed it into
the doctor’s side.

“This will do. Stop the
car.”

Stirling looked at Mueller in
wide-eyed astonishment. “What are you thinking of?”

“Stop the car!” Mueller
snapped, cocking the hammer of the Webley. “I won’t tell you
again.”

The car slid to a halt. “I
don’t suppose you have a wife at all,” Stirling said, the full
impact sinking in.

“Switch off the engine
and get out of the car.”

The doctor did as
commanded. Mueller never allowed the gun to stray from Stirling’s
direction. “Turn round and walk towards the loch,” he
commanded.

The doctor nodded. He was
too old to mount a serious physical challenge.

Before they were fifty
metres from the roadside, they could no longer see the car. Another
thirty paces and they reached the pebbled shore of the frozen Black
Loch. A small wooden jetty jutted out into the loch. A coil of
rope, hanging from one of the piles, had frozen solid. As if carved
from white marble.

“Take off your overcoat,”
Mueller ordered.

“There’s nothing of any
value in it. I left the house in such a rush, I forgot my
wallet.”

“Your coat.”

Stirling slipped off the
herringbone overcoat and held it out to Mueller. “Take it. It’s
yours if you want it.”

Mueller took a step closer. The
doctor cringed.

“You’re going to shoot
me, aren’t you?”

“No
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