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Revelation

Chapter xxi

Verse 4



1

THE GREAT SPRAWLING mass of Kiel dockyard and its crowded harbour seemed to stagger as the late December gale swept down from the Baltic and lashed the grey water into a wild turmoil of whitecaps. The rain, which had been falling heavily for three days, hissed across the sheds and low dockside buildings, and moved in sudden flurries through the deep puddles with each fierce squall. It was early afternoon, yet already the visibility was poor, and shaded lights gleamed faintly from the offices of the German Naval Headquarters.

The Admiral flinched as an extra savage squall sent a flurry of rain crashing against the tall windows of his office, and made his lofty view of the dockyard below even more distorted. The packed assembly of moored vessels, battle-cruisers, destroyers and supply ships was merged into one jagged panorama of rain-washed steel, broken here and there by a glittering pattern of dancing spray.

Behind him he could hear the subdued and respectful murmurings of his staff, and he could see their figures reflected in the black glass of the windows, their uniforms gleaming beneath the harsh gas lighting which hung above the giant map-table. The table filled almost a quarter of the room, and at a glance showed the sprawling wastes of the North Atlantic, the North Sea and the narrow gauntlet of the English Channel. Hundreds of small flags and coloured counters represented ships, both friendly and hostile, recent losses and the long black barriers of the minefields.

The Admiral frowned, and plucked impatiently at the gilt buttons on his frock-coat. His staff were all waiting. They were always waiting nowadays it seemed. Gone was the excitement and eagerness of the early days, and after three years of war, with 1918 only five days ahead, they seemed to have become as stale and entangled as the counters on the chart.

He forced himself to turn and face them once more. He saw them stiffen automatically, their faces empty and waiting to record his own mood.

He cleared his throat. As he moved his heavy body nearer the rectangle of officers, the light shone down on his massive silver head so that it appeared too heavy for his short, thick-set figure, resplendent nevertheless in an impeccable uniform with its display of forgotten decorations.

‘Gentlemen!’ His deep-set eyes moved along their faces, hard and yet sad. ‘I have called you together once again to tell you the news you have all been waiting to hear.’ He waited, sensing the new interest which seemed to move through the oak-panelled room. ‘We of the High Sea Fleet Staff know better than most of the stalemate which has existed in the war at sea for some time. On land it is no better, but perhaps there it is less important. At sea there can be only one victor. The British hope to crush us with their blockade.’ He paused to wave his hand towards the streaming windows. ‘The rusty mooring-cables of our major war vessels are proof of their success, and we have tried repeatedly to bring the enemy to his knees by similar methods. The newest arm of the Navy, the U-boats,’ he paused again, as if the very mention of submarines was distasteful to him, ‘have attacked enemy foodships and supply vessels of every kind, while our cruisers have been forced to shelter behind the booms and nets of our harbours. The result has been, of course, that the enemy has brought in the convoy system, and the barbarism of this unrestricted type of warfare has also lost us our friends and sympathisers overseas, and may even have forced the Americans to make their final decision to attack the Fatherland!’ He was speaking more openly than usual, but he knew his staff extremely well. He pointed at the long red lines which marked the trade and convoy routes in and out of the British Isles. ‘In the past we have sent out single raiders to harass the enemy shipping lanes. Good ships, commanded by dedicated and fearless captains. Pause for a moment, gentlemen, and think back to some of those raiders. Dresden, Moewe, Seeadler and others, all of which did more to upset the balance of sea power than any major fleet action!’ His voice rose to a shout, and he leaned on his hands, his shadow across the chart like retribution itself. ‘With the loss of our colonies and bases overseas many said that the days of the commerce raider were over. How could such a vessel exist? they asked. For months I have been advocating such a raider, one more glorious episode to be added to the name of the Imperial German Navy!’ He had their full attention now, and for some reason they had all risen to their feet, their faces fixed on his.

‘I do not have to tell you, the members of my staff, that the war has become bogged down with pessimism, and even despondency. The Western Front is at a standstill. Rain and mud have done as much as the casualties to cause a stalemate there. In the Navy morale is low, dangerously so! Our men need a symbol, a gesture of defiance which will rock the enemy to his foundations. A single raider, which can come and go as it pleases, which will sink, burn and destroy enemy ships wherever they can be found. Huge enemy forces must be deployed to search for it. Sailings will be cancelled, and desperately needed cargoes will lie rotting in New York and Sydney.’

The Admiral lifted his massive head from the chart, his eyes clouded with emotion. ‘At last, gentlemen, I have been heard! The Grand Admiral, even the Emperor, has given his consent! The work which you and I have done to this end will at last be rewarded!’

He paused as the room came alive with excited cries and even handclaps. The Staff Operations Officer, a tall, dignified captain, saw the Admiral nod in his direction, and rapped on the table for silence. Unlike his superior, he was unemotional, and his cool precise voice brought them all back to reality.

‘The Vulkan, as you know, is stored and provisioned for her voyage. We have merely been waiting for permission to put this plan into operation. All the past experience of our commerce raiders has been put into her conversion. She is a comparatively new ship; well armed, economical to run, and as a merchant ship will excite as little attention as possible. There has been much consultation and argument about which captain will have the honour to command her. I myself was in no doubt. Korvetten Kapitän Felix von Steiger is the only man.’ He was rewarded by the mutter of approval which flowed round the table.

Von Steiger, the man who had already in the war carried out one of the most daredevil and rewarding raids of all time. In his converted merchant ship Isar he had returned to Kiel through the blockade, his masts and yards festooned with the house-flags of his prizes. For six months he had moved like a will-o’-the-wisp through the South Atlantic and even to the Pacific, causing chaos and terror wherever he went.

‘In a few moments von Steiger will be here. I will give him his sealed orders, and you can get any additional information which your respective departments require.’ He cleared his throat. ‘But never underestimate the importance of this cruise. Never let it from your minds for an instant. A success at sea at this moment could be the very hinge upon which the door to victory could be opened!’

The Admiral had returned to the darkening window. He half listened to the voices of his officers behind him, while his eyes brooded over the storm-lashed shapes of the fleet. Soon now, he thought. A setback in their sea lanes, hundreds—even thousands—of miles from the combat areas, and the enemy would be forced to cut down his naval patrols. The steel ring which encircled the approaches to Germany would be weakened, and then the trap would be sprung! The might of the High Sea Fleet would be out again. A brief picture of Jutland crossed his thoughts, and he saw again the streaming battle-ensigns, the long grey muzzles roaring defiance at the Grand Fleet, and, above all, the proud battle-cruisers causing ruin amongst Admiral Sir David Beatty’s squadron.

A brief gust of cool air moved across his neck as the tall double doors were opened by the marine orderlies.

He forced himself to wait a little longer before turning, allowing his staff time to study the neat, slight figure which stood facing them.

Korvetten Kapitän Felix von Steiger stared back at the semicircle of flushed, excited faces, his own expression calm and outwardly relaxed. His short, dark hair was glossy beneath the lights, and the neat beard, beloved of newspaper artists and photographers, jutted almost impudently above the black cross which hung about his neck. But there was nothing calm or relaxed about his eyes. The eyes, which had earned him the nickname ‘Tiger of the Seas’, were gold-flecked, even yellow, in the harsh light, and as he stood waiting for the Admiral to turn they flashed momentarily with something like hatred.

The Admiral was speaking again. Introductions were being made, heads bobbed in formal acceptance of his presence and importance. He hardly listened, and started slightly as the Admiral guided him across the room towards the fire which blazed beneath the great carved mantel, above which the Emperor’s picture glared fixedly at the rain-lashed windows.

As he moved von Steiger felt something grate beneath his polished boots, and as he glanced down at the rich carpet his stomach seemed to contract to a tight ball. There was no trace of sand gravel where he had been standing. He felt the pain of loss and longing once more, and turned to hide his eyes from the others. He had travelled directly from the graveyard by carriage to this conference, so that the gravel must have been from his wife’s graveside. Through the flames in the grate he saw the bowed heads, the sweeping, relentless rain and the despair which had risen to a climax as the earth had fallen on the polished coffin. He still could not grasp it completely. Freda, laughing, beautiful and, above all, part of himself. Now there was nothing.

He heard the Admiral say in his thick voice, ‘Perhaps you would care to add your own comments, Captain?’

Von Steiger nodded. His voice was surprisingly firm and controlled, and he realised that he was listening to himself, like a spectator watching someone else playing a part.

He looked at the expectant faces. Faces smooth and plump with good living. How would they feel, he wondered, if instead of the dockyard beyond that window there was only the grey waste of the Atlantic, and the horizon a shelter for the enemy, the hunters? As he looked towards the well-planned chart and the neat counters he wondered if they realised just how much pain and misery each sinking represented, how little hope there was left amongst those who still had the strength to think.

‘I shall sail tomorrow night as arranged. I shall pass through the Skagerrak on the twenty-ninth and sail northwards, hugging the Norwegian coast.’

Their eyes were fixed on the chart, following his invisible voyage.

‘The nights are long now, so my chances are good for breaking through the blockade. If we are lucky we should be able to pass south of Iceland. If not we shall go through the Denmark Strait. He spoke as if it was of no importance. As if the Denmark Strait was not the worst and most hazardous passage at the height of winter. In fact, von Steiger knew it was pointless to explain the difference. How could he describe the agony of the ice, or permanent darkness and shrieking storms, to men who fought their war from behind desks?

The Admiral said suddenly: ‘We were all very sorry to hear of your tragic loss, Captain. It was very sad.’ He flushed as the gold-flecked eyes scanned his face. He had almost said ‘inconvenient’, and the look in von Steiger’s cold eyes showed that he had realised the fact.

Von Steiger took the heavy, red-sealed envelope and tucked it inside his jacket. Sealed orders were always the same, he thought briefly. They gave credit to others, but the onus was on the man who carried them.

‘We shall be thinking of you, Captain!’ The Admiral drew himself up stiffly. ‘The Imperial Navy depends on this voyage for more than just a gesture. You will have the loneliest command of all time, but the proudest! May God go with you!’

Von Streiger clicked his heels and moved towards the door. He realised that they had expected him to make a speech. Inspire them with wild promises perhaps. It was too late for that now. They all thought that his new command, the Vulkan, was a challenge to him, but it was a haven. A freedom from the land and all that it now represented to him. Once in this ship he could try to purge himself clean from the misery which surrounded him. He smiled slightly. To purge myself, he thought, that is more than appropriate. Vulkan was the God of Fire!

The others, seeing him smile, were humbled, and as they watched the doors close behind him imagined that von Steiger was already planning some new deed, which they themselves would share.

Only the Admiral still pondered, and felt uneasy.

 

*      *      *      *      *

 

As von Steiger left the headquarters building he realised that the rain had stopped. Overhead, the clouds, full-bellied and menacing, still moved with purpose, and he thought that before long the rain would return. He hunched his shoulders inside his long greatcoat and pulled the black fur collar about his ears. The wind moaned across the dockyard, and the air was ice-cold and damp. Here and there the mobile cranes stood abandoned and forlorn in the deep puddles, and occasionally von Steiger caught a brief glimpse of dockyard workers moving listlessly through the deepening shadows.

He thought of the Admiral and his staff, and some of his anger returned. He had been surprised at the Admiral’s calm welcome, especially in view of their previous meeting three days earlier.

It had been in the same room, and von Steiger had stood beside the great chart while the Admiral had expounded his theories on strategy and surprise. Von Steiger had argued that the cruise planned for the Vulkan was a waste of time. It might be a brave gesture, it might even be moderately successful, but viewed against the backcloth of war it was unlikely to change any succession of events.

He had been surprised at the Admiral’s anger. It was almost as if the cruise had been planned for his salvation. Then the Admiral had become more conciliatory, almost affable.

‘I realise, Captain, that the loss of your dear wife has made you confused. I understand that very well. But Germany needs you, even more than she did. . . .’

Von Steiger sickened at the memory of the smooth words. He tried to shut his mind to the Admiral and to concentrate on the stark series of events which overnight had changed – no, ended – his life.

But as usual he obtained only a disjointed set of pictures. Freda waiting to greet him at the big house on the edge of the Plöner See, anxious, soothing and loving. The pictures flashed through his mind as his feet trod carelessly through the trapped rain-water and instinct took him towards the waiting ship.

She always wanted to help others he reflected. It was a cruel twist of fate that she should have been killed while helping the enemy. There was a hospital for wounded French prisoners near von Steiger’s estate, and Freda spent much of her spare time helping to nurse them back to health.

That last night had been rough and stormy like today, he recalled. Rudi, the coachman, had told him how he had been driving her back from the hospital. She had shouted to him through the rain: ‘Drive fast, Rudi! The Captain will be home on leave before us unless we gallop!’ She had laughed as old Rudi whipped the two horses into a fast trot. Then there had been the fallen tree, a confused jumble of screaming horses and splintering coachwork. Then silence but for the hiss of rain across the empty road.

Rudi had dragged himself more than a mile to a cottage to get help, but it had been too late.

Von Steiger had arrived home a few hours later. More pictures flashed across his tired mind. The goodness and strength of his home had come crashing down as he mounted the steps. Tear-stained faces, hands plucking at his arms as he pushed them all aside and ran up to her room. Then, behind the locked door, silence once more. He had sat all night just looking at her white, composed face and at her dark hair, still damp from the wet road.

He found that he had halted and was staring up at the high bows of the Vulkan.

Against the sombre warships her white bridge superstructure and jaunty funnel made a splash of colour, and her tall, black sides looked well cared for compared with the rust-streaked vessels alongside.

Although he had been aboard for hardly more than an hour at a time since he had assumed command, he already knew every detail of her. He had immersed himself completely in the ship, if only to control the agony of mind which held him like madness.

The Vulkan had been built just before the war as a quick-passage banana ship, and was blessed with all the latest equipment. She had large refrigeration spaces, electric light throughout and a fair turn of speed. Although to all outward appearances she was a typical ocean-going steamer with a high fo’c’sle and poop and all the main superstructure grouped amidships behind the bridge, she had been cunningly converted into a deadly ship of war. Deep in her bowels, silent and gleaming on a miniature railway, three hundred mines were stowed in readiness to be dropped from her poop. Below the bridge, screened by painted canvas, were the torpedo tubes, and on the poop was a long twenty-two pounder, camouflaged with an imitation hand-steering position. But up forward were the Vulkan’s main teeth. Two great five-point-nines were mounted beneath the fo’c’sle, their muzzles concealed by steel shutters cut in the ship’s sides, which could be dropped within seconds, and two more similar guns were mounted just a little farther aft, concealed by a false deckhouse. With that forbidding armament and two hundred and twenty-five officers and men, she could speak loudly, and with confidence.

A few heavy drops of rain heralded the next downpour, and he walked slowly towards the main gangway. As he did so he caught sight of the officer-of-the-watch and side-party standing to greet him. It was strange that he had hardly spoken to any of his officers or men. Before, when he had commanded the Isar, he had been given the pick of the German Navy. It had been a voyage of adventure, excitement and ultimate glory. Now that side of warfare had been turned away for ever. With the first million men to die on the Western Front, and with the mounting savagery of the unrestricted sea warfare, there was little room left for such ideals as honour and glory. To survive was the fighting man’s only prayer.

He sighed as he flicked open his fur collar, the motion automatic and arrogant, and marched up the gangway. He paused at the top, his gloved hand raised to the peak of his cap as the pipes twittered in greeting.

He did not look back at the land. He no longer needed it.

 

*      *      *      *      *

 

Lieutenant Emil Heuss pushed back his chair from the table and stretched his legs. Around him the café was alive with noise and laughter, and the air was already heavy with cigar smoke and the smell of pork fat. At the far end, distorted by the blue haze, three elderly musicians bent their heads wearily across their violins as if to listen to their Strauss waltz, whilst on either side of them the service doors to the kitchen swung repeatedly to a stream of perspiring waiters, their laden trays of beer held high to avoid collision and the clutching hands of the officers who were already the worse for drink.

Heuss stared at the littered table with distaste, and pulled a cigar from his pocket. His two companions were doing likewise, and Heuss could feel a sense of failure, as if this last dinner ashore had become yet another anticlimax. His serious face was pale and finely made, sensitive yet stubborn, and he felt in some way excluded from the drunken merriment around him, even from the conversation of his companions.

Lieutenant Karl Ebert, the Vulkan’s gunnery officer, his round pink face flushed and unusually cheerful, grinned at Heuss and stuck his cigar between his teeth. ‘Cheer up, Emil! This time I think we are really going to sail! Soon we shall be away from all this.’ He waved his arm vaguely and set a glass skittering on to the floor. ‘I can almost smell the deep water again!’

Lieutenant Paul Kohler, torpedo officer, and a member of the  Vulkan’s ship’s company for less than a week, forwned and raised his hand reprovingly. ‘Keep your voice down, Ebert! Have you no thought for security?’ His pale, slightly protuding eyes were cold and hard, and as Heuss watched him from across the table he thought he looked completely without pity.

But then, nothing seemed to be real any more. Even this ritualistic ‘last dinner’ was beginning to get on his nerves. There had been repeated rumours and preparations, and each time the sailing date had been put off. There had been three temporary captains during his six months aboard, and now they had von Steiger, although even he had hardly made an appearance. But today he had been to see the naval staff. That at least had seemed signficant. Heuss signalled towards a passing waiter, who nodded vacantly and hurried on towards some senior officers.

Ebert was talking about guns again. ‘With the layout of fire control which I have at my disposal I can tackle two or more targets at once! We will show the world a thing or two when we get out there!’

Kohler pursed his thin lips. ‘Torpedoes are the ultimate weapon, my friend! See what the U-boats have done so far! They have taken the war right into the enemy’s camp!’

Heuss stirred, the old irritation growing within him. ‘Ach, you sicken me! We have a ship which according to you has everything we need! But think! Over half the crew have never been to sea before, and those who have have probably forgotten what it is like!’

‘At Jutland⎯’ began Kohler patiently.

‘No, not again!’ Heuss threw up his hands in mock despair. ‘That is all I hear nowadays! That battle was nearly two years ago, yet still people rant about it as if it solved the problems of the world! Well, it did not! It only proved that the naval staffs of the two nations involved were fools!’

Ebert shifted uneasily. ‘Steady, Emil! Keep your voice down!’

Kohler twisted his handsome features into a mask of disapproval. ‘Were you at Jutland, Heuss?’

‘Yes. Were you?’ He glared rudely at the other officer until he dropped his eyes.

Heuss spoke more softly, his eye far away. ‘Yes, I was there, in the old battle-cruiser Seydlitz.’ The café seemed to fade, and he saw again that vision of sea power as he had watched it that far-off May afternoon. From his armoured position high on the battle-cruiser’s bridge he had watched the battle take shape, a glittering display of naval power and strength the like of which the world had never seen before.

Line upon line of battleships and cruisers, wheeling and re-forming like ponderous prehistoric monsters until the moment of clash was unavoidable. There had been actions in plenty before, tip-and-run raids on the English coasts, skirmishes in the Channel and the battles of Coronel and Falkland, but this was quite different. Never before in the history of man had two such great fleets been drawn up to meet each other in the open sea.

Through his observation slit Heuss had seen the lithe shapes of Beatty’s squadron drawing closer, while out of sight from each other the two main fleets had waited with agonising suspense for their scouting battle-cruisers to engage. He remembered the giant British Queen Mary as she blew up and broke in two. His own ship and her consort, the Derfflinger, had been concentrating their fire on her when a plunging salvo had ignited her magazines and blasted her apart. One moment there had been a proud and beautiful ship tearing through the grey water with every gun firing; then there was an orange flash which defied every description and a pall of smoke which rose to a thousand feet, and when it subsided there was nothing. Not even a spar.

The two fleets had struck, parried and separated. A great victory was proclaimed by the British. The German Fleet had retired to its base and had not dared to test the might of the Royal Navy again! The German Admiralty also proclaimed a major victory. They had sunk more British ships than they themselves had lost, and had outmanœuvred the enemy at every phase of the battle! Who was right? The argument raged without cease in every wardroom and on every messdeck in the Navy, and to Heuss the arguments had seemed empty and pointless.

In anger he said: ‘It was a damned waste of life and ships! They fought in a way which would have made a soldier sick!’

The beer arrived and he drank deeply, aware that his head was beginning to ache. He had volunteered immediately he had heard the proposed use of a new commerce raider. He frowned, trying again to fathom out the reason for his eagerness. As a regular officer he had always been rather on the outside of the Navy’s close-knit, unimaginative circle. He had enjoyed the companionship more as an onlooker than a participant, his cynical humour being a self-made barrier between himself and the others. Jutland had changed him in some way. He glanced at Ebert’s round, cheerful face and smiled in spite of his uneasiness. It will be the Eberts of this war who survive, he thought. The thinkers and the idealists like myself will go to the wall.

There was a slight commotion at the door, and through the smoke he saw the swaying shapes of three soldiers in field-grey being pushed back into the street by an enraged waiter. The door swung cosily into place, but not before Heuss had seen the soldiers’ bandages and the one who had walked with crutches.

A red-tabbed staff major at the next table exploded angrily. ‘Could they not see this is for officers only, eh? The swine must be mad!’

Heuss swivelled unsteadily in his chair and stared at the angry little major with hatred. ‘They were back from the front, Major! Probably looking for their officers?’ His voice was mild, and a sudden hush fell in the café.

‘What the devil do you mean, sir?’ The soldier was purple with rage.

‘I have heard that there are no officers at the front, Major. That they are all on the staff!’ He stood up and eyed the man with contempt. ‘You’re not fit to wear that uniform, and if I was not so drunk I’d have it off your back!’

The Major scrambled to his feet, his chin level with Heuss’s shoulder. He suddenly seemed to realise that there were half a dozen blue uniforms to every field-grey one in the café, and some of his courage failed him. He said stiffly, ‘I shall report this to the Commander-in-Chief!’

‘Yes, and I shall report you to the Major-General commanding this district! He is my brother!’ Heuss added wildly.

The musicians struck up another waltz, the beer began to flow again and Heuss staggered out into the street and the steady rain. Ebert took his elbow, and together they moved along the deserted pavements.

‘Where is Kohler?’ asked Heuss vaguely.

‘He decided we were too crude for the likes of him!’ Ebert laughed, relieved to be free from a threatening scene. After a while he added: ‘Is your brother really the Major-General here?’

‘As a matter of fact, Karl, my brother, once a very good lawyer, is now a very bad corporal in the artillery!’

They roared with laughter, so that some old women gathering sticks for their fires from beneath the dripping trees stopped to peer at the two naval officers who clasped each other’s shoulders.

Ebert wiped his eyes. ‘Well, Emil, at least your brother had the sense to be a gunner, eh?’

 

*      *      *      *      *

 

The long, overcrowded train ground to a final halt at the Kiel terminus, and with a last convulsion the engine deluged the wet platform with steam which then hung motionless in the damp air.

In a small luggage-van at the rear of the train the four blue-clad seamen scrambled to their feet and tried to peer through the tiny barred windows. A feeble glow penetrated in from the shaded station lights and played on the unshaven faces of the three men and on the pale exhausted one of the fourth, who was little more than a boy. For three days they had lived in the tiny van, locked up like animals, and made to manage as best they could with an evil-smelling bucket propped in one corner, and a pile of loose, dirty straw thrown in as an afterthought by the military police when they had left Cuxhaven.

The boy, Willi Pieck, ground his teeth together to stop them from chattering. His uniform was thin and smelled of damp and sweat, and he clasped his arms round his slim body to drive away the cramped numbness from his bones. His companions were silent, and he wondered if they were thinking about their new ship or if, like himself, they were dreading what new humiliation would be thrown at them.

Pieck had joined the Imperial Navy a year earlier at the age of sixteen, and the past six months of his young life had been spent in the dreaded Cuxhaven Detention Barracks. Try as he might, he could not believe that he was out of the place, nor had he the experience and understanding which maturity might have given him to free himself of what he believed was a permanent scar on his mind.

One of four brothers, he had been raised in a small village just outside Flensburg. He had helped his invalid father to run the bakery after the others had left to fight in the Army. It had been a great event in the village as the three young men, self-conscious in their field-grey uniforms and smart spiked helmets, had waved a final farewell from the train window. That had been three years ago. One brother lay somewhere outside Ypres, another had disappeared on the Dardanelles, and the third had merely been posted missing.

Willi Pieck had watched his mother grow older and more shrunken with each devastating piece of news, and tried to pluck up the courage to say that he, too, wanted to go and fight for the Fatherland. At last he had made up his mind to go. It would be difficult, he knew, and he would have to lie about his age, but he had heard of others who had managed it well enough. Surprisingly, his mother had said very little. It was as if she thought such a decision was inevitable. But it was to be the Navy for him, and because his father had once served as a cook in the High Sea Fleet, and knew the recruiting petty officer, it was all arranged.

Like a man inspired he had thrown himself into the business of learning to be a seaman, and had strained his frail body to the utmost so as not to fall behind the others in his squad, all of whom seemed to be quite old and in their middle twenties. The rifle drill and endless hours on the sun-baked barrack square that had left his shoulders aching and feet swollen to twice their size merely made him more determined, and at the completion of his training even his petty officer had to admit that he might make a man in the end.

Looking back, perhaps that petty officer had been trying to warn him. Willi had led a quiet village life, and apart from the fact that he had always known that he was not so tough and strong as his brothers, he had never thought of himself as being different from anyone else.

At the barracks some of his friends had pulled his leg about his appearance, and had said more than once that he would make a better girl than a boy. But he had laughed it off, and had set himself a task to prove that he was better than they.

He closed his eyes and leaned his forehead against the damp wall of the van. If only someone had explained these matters to him earlier. He was only a country boy, and when the divisional officer had shown an interest in him he had been proud and flattered. He had planned to write to his parents and tell them that a real naval officer was helping him with his studies and was going to speak to people in the right quarters about him.

And then that night when he had been summoned to the Lieutenant’s cabin. At first he had not understood what the man was asking him to do, and as he relived the nightmare in his memory he could picture the young officer’s face, flushed with drink, and his hands hot and unsteady on his shoulders, the lust making his eyes blaze with a kind of madness.

Willi had run terrified from the room, and had lain shivering in his bunk, unable to wipe away the revulsion from his mind. He did not report the incident, and next day was charged with stealing money from the Lieutenant. The money was found in Willi’s bunk, where it had been carefully planted while he was on the parade ground, and the case was complete. Too late he had tried to ask advice from the officer-of-the-guard, and had even tried to explain what had really happened. But the officer had looked uncomfortable, and had advised him to plead guilty to the larceny. ‘It will seem better for your parents, you know,’ he explained.

The detention barracks; grey stone, barbed wire. Permanently damp and hungry. The guards had used every humiliation they knew to break his spirit, and several times had made him stand naked on the parade ground while they jeered and threw insults at him.

It was there that he had met his present companions. When the time of their sentences had almost expired they had been told that they were to be drafted to the Vulkan. It was hinted that it was to be commanded by the famous von Steiger, but even that comfort had been denied to Willi Pieck. A provost officer had slapped him across the mouth and bellowed in his face: ‘You useless little pig! Von Steiger will break you in pieces the first week you are aboard!’

He jumped as Schiller dug him roughly in the ribs. He was a great hulking mass of man, who made even his tight-fitting uniform seem shapeless. Convicted of getting drunk and assaulting the military police who came to arrest him, he seemed little changed by his recent experiences.

‘Come on, Willi, wake up!’ His voice was rough and nasal, his nose having been broken several times in his long naval career. He had been drunk in every port which mattered, and many which did not. He was content to remain a common seaman for the rest of the war and, if necessary, until the end of his days.

Apart from the lack of drink and poor food, he had remained unimpressed by the prison life. Having seen it all before, he knew that in the small world of the Navy it was merely a matter of time before he came in contact with some of those guards. He mentally rubbed his thick hands at the thought. He had once crippled a provost petty officer by pushing him into a dry-dock. At the enquiry it had been found that it was an accident. Schiller often smiled at the memory.

He peered at Pieck again and gestured with his thumb towards the thin, scarecrow shape of Seaman Alder, who still stood staring at the barred window. ‘Give me a hand with him, he doesn’t seem too well.’

The authorities alleged that Alder was a coward, and therefore a menace to the morale of the Navy. It was also said that he was saved from the firing squad only by his past record. The clemency of the court martial had moved everyone almost to tears. Except Alder, and the doctor who tried to explain that the man was mentally ill, shocked almost to a point of insanity.

Alder had been the last survivor from a torpedo boat which had blown up on a mine near the Dogger Bank. They had found him frozen to the tiller of a small boat with eight dead men for companions. An Iron Cross had been recommended, but he had broken out of the hospital and had run away.

Such crass ingratitude should have been punished by death, said the President of the Court. It was an insult to the Emperor, and a betrayal of his dead comrades.

Alder rarely spoke, and seemed indifferent to the small acts of kindness which Pieck and Schiller had shown him.

The fourth man, Hahn, was a convicted thief. He was a small, sullen-mouthed seaman who had been caught selling blankets and clothing to civilians. He said suddenly, ‘What do you think of our chances aboard the Vulkan?’

Schiller eyed him with open belligerence. ‘Shut your mouth, and get our things together!’ And to the van at large he added: ‘Listen, the lot of you. Vulkan is just a ship and von Steiger is an officer, see? Whether he is a big bastard or a little one, I do not know . . . yet! When I find out I’ll tell you what I think. Until then, keep yourselves out of trouble. They’ll be watching us!’ Suddenly he grinned, his white teeth brightening his battered face. ‘Still, it could be much worse, they might have sent us to the Western Front!’

 

*      *      *      *      *

 

Lieutenant Heuss stretched his cold fingers towards the glowing wardroom stove and winced as the feeling returned to his limbs. From first light that morning he had been on the Vulkan’s maindeck supervising the loading of additional stores, his eyes watering in the relentless north wind, his teeth gritted against the nausea of the previous night’s beer. Ebert had been working with him, but unlike Heuss had managed to stomach a good breakfast, and now stood staring into the fire at his side.

The wardroom had originally been used exclusively for the ship’s passengers, and was a large rectangular space which ran the full width of the vessel. A long green curtain divided it in two and separated the recreation space from the dining compartment. The curtain swayed gently to the slow roll of the ship, and Heuss listened to the rattle of loose gear as the hull lifted to the unaccustomed motion. That morning the paddle-wheeled tugs had warped the Vulkan from her berth, and she now lay alone at a buoy, well out in the harbour. He could sense the new urgency about him, the whine of dynamos, the steady whirr of fans and the noisy movement of seamen about the upper deck, constantly harried and goaded by the hoarse shouts of the petty officers.

He eyed the other officers with interest. They had all been summoned to the wardroom to meet the Captain. To be told their orders. He shivered in spite of himself. This time there was no doubt about the signs.

Lieutenant Kohler paced restlessly across the worn carpet, his pale eyes watching the small door through which the Captain would come from his quarters. A dangerous man, Heuss mused thoughtfully. Eager, dedicated and cruel. There were the two elderly Reserve sub-lieutenants. Wildermuth and Seebohm, who were being carried as boarding officers to supervise the unloading of possible prize ships and, if necessary, to sail them independently back to Germany. Both ex-merchant navy mates, they seemed uneasy about their new companions and rarely left each other’s side. Of the Chief Engineer, Niklas, and his assistant, Schuman, there was no sign, and the growing plume of smoke from the Vulkan’s tall funnel told their story for them. Below, in the bowels of the hull, they were making their last checks on the maze of machinery which would be their salvation throughout the voyage. Heuss sighed. How like the High Command in all their wisdom to choose a single-screwed ship for such a hazardous cruise. No margin for error.

Another officer joined him by the fire. Sub-Lieutenant Max Damrosch was tall and slim, with an open, boyish face. At twenty-two he was the youngest officer aboard, and had joined the ship only the previous day. He had already been detailed to assist Heuss in the Captain’s Attack Team on the bridge, and bombarded him with questions at every opportunity. Heuss liked him for it, and enjoyed his open enthusiasm. Heuss glanced at the brass clock. ‘We shall soon know now, Max. Our fate for a month or two!’

Damrosch rubbed his hands over the fire and frowned thoughtfully. ‘The First Lieutenant told me last night that with luck we might be down in the sunshine within a month.’

Heuss replied with a non-committal grunt. He did not like the First Lieutenant. His name was Erich Dehler, a man of forty-five, old for his rank, and a Reserve officer to boot. During his six months aboard the Vulkan Heuss had crossed swords repeatedly with Dehler, for as the next senior officer aboard Heuss had to consult him on every irritating matter of routine and preparation. Dehler was an ex-merchant navy officer like the boarding officers, but unlike any other man aboard had actually served in this ship in peacetime as second mate. His knowledge of the vessel, his undisputed efficiency as a navigator and his qualifications as a seaman had won him the coveted post of second in command. But as a man he was hard to get on with. He was poorly educated, and showed his resentment by blaming the regular officers and the snobbery of the Navy for his own lack of advancement. Several times he had cornered Heuss, his heavy red face angry and bitter. ‘I should have had this command, Heuss! Just because I don’t belong to the right clubs and haven’t the right accent is no reason for this bloody unfairness!’ If he speaks in that line to von Steiger he had better watch out, he thought.

The door opened and von Steiger entered the wardroom, followed by Dehler, whose heavy, broad shoulders seemed to tower over the Captain’s slight figure.

Von Steiger gestured for them all to sit down, and threw his cap carelessly on the table. He was still wearing his immaculate shore-going uniform and decorations, and Heuss had the impression that he had not slept the previous night.

Von Steiger stood for some moments as if deep in thought, his eyes on the polished table. He seemed to shake himself free from his inner distraction, and ran a brief glance along their waiting faces. ‘I will not keep you long. You have a great deal to do, and there will I hope be much more time later on for getting better acquainted.’

Heuss watched him from beneath lowered lashes. He took in the bright decorations on von Steiger’s tunic, the Iron Cross, First and Second Class, the Order Pour le Mérite, the three gold bands encircling his sleeves which to the Navy and to the world symbolised his complete hold over the ship and all who sailed in her. He stood as if completely relaxed, yet Heuss’s sensitive appraisal told him that, like the calm expression on the Captain’s face, this appearance of self-control was a mask, even a guard, against some new force which he was only just holding under control. Heuss knew of von Steiger’s recent loss, and yet it did not seem to fit the pattern of such a man that he should be turned from his set path by a personal disaster. He watched the neat brown hands which rested on the table; capable, competent hands. There was a latent power about the man, mixed with arrogance, and yet was there not humility? He frowned, and concentrated on what von Steiger was saying.

‘We shall sail tonight on the tide. By this time tomorrow we shall pass through the Skagerrak and keep close inshore to Norway. Absolute vigilance is essential at all times, and for that reason I want the best lookouts available They are among the most important men in the ship.’ The gold-flecked eyes moved slowly along their faces. ‘I have had a copy of my new Standing Orders printed for each officer. Read them, they are important. This is no ordinary warship, gentlemen. Once clear of the minefields we shall be completely alone. Every ship we meet will be hostile in one way or another. Our colonies are gone, even the neutrals are fewer and less willing to help than in earlier days. Nevertheless, we shall behave like part of the Imperial Navy, which we are, so long as we are alive. We will be branded as pirates perhaps, but let no stain on our actions and characters add to a mere reputation. The men are largely untried and untrained. You must rectify that as soon as possible. With a ship fighting alone, the discipline must be regulated to suit the occasion. The men are human beings, not useless cannon-fodder, as some people believe!’

Heuss stiffened at the sharpness of these words. There was bitterness unconcealed in von Steiger’s tone.

‘Over the last years, even months, we have seen great strides in our war machine. When I joined the Navy I was trained in sail, yet that was only twenty years ago. . . .’

Heuss made a rapid calculation. Von Steiger was thirty-nine, or soon would be, yet the mark of command was clearly etched on his tanned face. There was a youthfulness, too, about his trim figure which clashed with the authority invested in him.

‘Now the war is fought with weapons which were only dreams in those days. However,’ his eyes flashed with sudden anger,’ ‘many changes are not for the good. Humanity and honour have been shelved. Poison gas and unrestricted submarine warfare have seen to that! Men have been struck down not by valour and unity of effort, but by the weapons of loathsome cowardice and human degradation!’ He became suddenly calm. ‘In this ship there will be no additional burden to that shame. We will fight with honour. That at least we can do.’ He halted, and Heuss saw a small bead of sweat on his brow. Von Steiger thrust his hands into his pockets. ‘Any questions?’

Kohler stood up, his heels clicking together. ‘Yes, Captain! With the might of Germany behind us, how can we fail?’

Von Steiger was unmoved. He looked at Kohler with cold eyes. ‘I will answer that question, Lieutenant, when we are safely back in Germany!’

Heuss grinned, and stood up to cover Kohler’s confusion. ‘Captain, I should like to thank you for your confidence. After this war it will be remembered how it was won rather than who won it. To tarnish the record of the Navy would only——’ He faltered as von Steiger lifted his hand.

‘Thank you, Lieutenant! Some other time I should be delighted to hear your views, but now I have signals to dictate!’ He ignored the flush which spread across Heuss’s face. ‘That will be all, gentlemen! Lieutenant Dehler will give you your watchkeeping duties and other extra appointments. Let me just say this. This is not a mere escapade, this is real war. Those of you who were at Jutland or in the Dogger Bank battles may have thought you had seen war at first hand. Forget it all! Those battles were planned by amateurs for an occasion which can never arise. They rank with the folly of sending cavalry to charge into machine guns and barbed wire, or of sending half-trained soldiers to attack tanks. Those episodes may be well remembered by the historians, but our war is the one which will count!’ He picked up his cap and nodded to Dehler.

Heuss watched von Steiger lift his foot to step over the door coaming and then pause. He turned. ‘If any of you wish to send a last letter, my steward will take them ashore in an hour. I expect those of you who are married would like to——’ He stopped and bit his lip, and then hurried through the door.

In spite of von Steiger’s earlier curtness and brusque interruption, Heuss clearly saw the anguish on the Captain’s face. My God, he thought, he is being torn apart. He is like a man being driven to the edge of despair.

Damrosch said quietly: ‘He is a really great man, Heuss! I have never seen anybody like him!’

Heuss arose from his thoughts, confused and angry, but at the sight of the young officer’s serious face he relented. ‘Yes, Max, our Captain is a man.’ He grinned ruefully. ‘I think he has really taken a liking to me!’

At that moment the deck started to vibrate with slow insistence beneath their feet. Eighty feet below them the great engine began to rumble with steady confidence.

Ebert seized them by the shoulders, his pink face shining. Hear that? She is alive! Tonight we sail for Germany! For the Fatherland!’

Then they were all shouting and cheering, their voices echoing around the spray-soaked decks outside. Only Dehler did not smile or cheer. As he watched their excitement he felt the weight of his age and the incessant smouldering of his own failure.

 

*      *      *      *      *

 

The wind, which had gone round to the east, was mounting in force, and the open expanse of the main harbour was lined with fast-moving cream-coloured crests which contrasted with the angry grey water and the dark evening sky.

Von Steiger stepped from his sea cabin at the rear of the bridge to look briefly at the bustling decks below him. Seamen in oilskins shining like beetles scurried to and fro in orderly confusion, and here and there an officer stood aloof and watchful, his voice whipped away by the wind. The harbour was in shadow, the moored and anchored fleet silent and brooding. He could almost sense the invisible binoculars and telescopes trained on his lonely ship, just as he knew the hopes that rode with his journey.

He readjusted the strap of the binoculars about his neck and pulled his cap tighter on to his head, then stepped into the wide wheelhouse.

He ignored the formal salutes, the quick, darting stares of the men who thronged the place, and walked to his tall, scrubbed, wooden chair which he had caused to be bolted on the port side. He knew from hard experience that it was unlikely he would be far from either the chair or his tiny sea cabin throughout the voyage. His spacious quarters were deserted now, he would not need them.

He sat on the chair and stared down at the wide foredeck beneath him. His vision was split in two by the tall foremast with its tiny black pod from where the masthead lookout would keep constant watch. The lookout could see five miles farther than anyone else aboard. That could be a margin of life or death for friend and foe alike.

The decks looked neat and secure, and only the carpenter and his mates still moved about the two forward holds, checking the lashings of the covers and hammering in a few more wedges to make sure.

He thought of the precious coal stored in those holds. The most valuable stuff aboard. Full holds and bunkers, and even the passageways and unused cabins were filled with the gleaming material of power.

He watched the small group of seamen in the high bows. He could see the bulky shape of Lieutenant Dehler as he supervised the last preparations for letting go from the buoy. The cable had been unshackled, and only a slender slipwire held them to the last link with the land.

A few traces of blown spume floated across the thick bridge windows, and he half turned to watch the busy scene around him. Heuss stood by the rank of brass voice-pipes at the rear, whilst Damrosch waited out on the open starboard wing of the bridge, his face glowing in the ice-fingered air. The Coxswain, a giant Berliner called Lehr, stood heavily behind the polished wheel, his chin resting on his chest as his eyes dreamily watched the compass in its bowl. A seaman waited by the big-dialled telegraph, his fingers on the handle, his eyes nervously avoiding his captain. Petty Officer Heiser watched over his signalmen, his long telescope open and tucked under his arm in readiness. They all stood and waited, their bodies swaying and staggering to the uneven motion, surrounded by a vapour-cloud of their own breath. The varnished woodwork glistened with condensation, and a constant light spray drifted over the front of the bridge like fine rain, so that the lookouts on either wing had to shield their powerful Zeiss glasses and wipe their streaming faces before the ice rime could form.

An eery green light flickered through the gloom, and von Steiger heard a young signalman draw in his breath.

Petty Officer Heiser snapped his telescope shut and said quickly: ‘Signal from flagship, Captain! Proceed when ready!’

Von Steiger heard Heuss say, half to himself: ‘They certainly believe in letting the whole world know! A brass band on the jetty would have been the thing!’

Von Steiger smiled without humour and sat up in his chair. ‘Stand by!’

The telegraph jangled, the noise making them all start.

Far below, the old Chief Engineer, Niklas, looked at the repeater dial as the demanding needle jerked from its long sleep. He grinned at his young assistant through the steam and noise, and felt something like relief. Below his high catwalk the naked stokers toiled and sweated with their shovels and trimmers, their eyes blinded with dust, their ears deaf but to the hungry roar of the furnace doors.

Von Steiger sighed. The open sea again, and God alone knew what danger lay beyond the Vulkan’s corkscrewing bows. Slow ahead!’

The ship shuddered, and a mounting white froth surged from beneath her high counter. Damrosch dropped his arm, and the distant fo’c’sle party were galvanised into action. The wire hawser was slipped from one side, and as the men hauled like demons, the long snaking halter flashed through the ring on the buoy and emerged dripping through the fairleads. They were free.

‘Half ahead! Coxswain, steer straight for the boom gate! When we pass through the boom, bring her round to the north-east!’

‘Very good, Captain!’ Lehr’s thick legs were straddled as if he was riding the ship, and his deep eyes glowed softly in the binnacle light.

The revolutions mounted, and the land began to slide into the darkness until it was merged into one purple shadow. A small harbour launch curtsied past, and they saw upturned faces and waving hands.

The boom-defence vessel drew abeam, and a light began to stammer across the black water. Heiser read the message, his lips moving with practised ease. ‘Good luck, Captain!’

Von Steiger nodded absently. ‘Make to them, “We will do our best!”’

The Vulkan passed from the harbour approaches and thrust her stem into the first angry roller. The ship shuddered and plunged forward to meet her natural adversary. A seaman messenger clamped his hand across his mouth and turned green, whilst from all around came the clatter and creak of loose gear. The ship was coming awake again from her long rest, and threw off her fetters with contempt, so that men were running across the streaming decks once more to lash down the gear which threatened to throw itself into the creaming wake.

Von Steiger glanced at the door as Lieutenant Dehler clumped into the wheelhouse in his gleaming oilskins.

‘Ship secured for sea, Captain!’

Von Steiger’s voice was unruffled and cold. How easy it was to play the role of captain again, he thought vaguely. ‘Very well, Dehler. Double the lookouts, and close up the hands at Defence Stations. Check that the ship is properly darkened, and then set the watch below to altering the ship’s appearance. Just as I told you today. We will become the S.S. Gripsholm of Sweden!’

Dehler sighed and hurried away again, his face lined and tired.

Heuss stood at von Steiger’s elbow. ‘Wireless message from the Commander-in-Chief, Captain. He says that the Emperor prays for our victory and safe return.’ He handed the signal sheet to von Steiger, who glanced at it and crumpled it into a ball.

He stared hard at Heuss. ‘Prayers are for preventing war, Heuss, not fighting it!’

He turned away from Heuss’s look of surprise and settled himself in the chair. Against the panorama of spray-slashed glass and the open expanse of black water beyond, von Steiger looked like part of the ship. Unmoving, invincible and ruthless.



2

THE FORENOON WATCH of New Year’s Day, 1918, found the Vulkan one hundred miles to the north-east of the Faeroes, that desolate group of islands which, swept by the elements all the year round, lie north of the last Scottish islands and four hundred miles south-east of Iceland. The wind still blew strongly from the east, but after nearly four days of slinking along the Scandinavian coastline and then butting into the sullen fury of the North Sea, it seemed to have less effect on the deeper water, which shone in the pale sunlight like green glass and rolled in long, even banks, broken only occasionally into angry white crests. The clouds had rolled away the previous night, but the pale sky was masked in vapour, which denied the sun its strength and seemed to accentuate the harsh brittle cold which nipped at the skin and made the breath catch in the throat.

Von Steiger sat silently in his chair on the port side of the wheel-house, his leather bridge-coat turned up to his ears. In his hands he cradled a cup of scalding coffee brought by Reeder, his personal steward. The excitement which had shown itself as the ship had left harbour had vanished. They were through the protective minefields, clear of neutral coasts and were at this moment moving north of enemy territory. The ship seemed tense and nervy rather than alert. Overhead the wind moaned and rattled through the rigging, and from behind von Steiger’s chair came the crackle and distorted murmur of Morse through the open door of the wireless-room. It reminded him of the lastest signal from the Admiralty. To lay mines to the north-west of the Irish coast. No reason was given, just a bald statement. He fumed inwardly as he glanced at the crumpled signal. Now that they had him on the high seas it appeared as if he was expected to respond to their every whim without explanation.

The wheel-spokes creaked back and forth as the helmsman, muffled to his eyes, fought to keep the ship on course. Lieutenant Dehler stood swaying beside the chart-table, while his assistant, Damrosch, paced the bridge wing, his breath pouring like steam from his reddened face.

In the harsh light the ship looked different, even gay. She now had a bright-yellow star painted on a white funnel, and the blue flag with its yellow cross was painted on the side of the hull. The Swedish flag streamed from the poop, and the new name Gripsholm was displayed in several places around the ship.

Von Steiger drained the coffee and put the cup on the screen, where it vibrated to the engine’s steady tune. New Year’s Day, he thought moodily. The men moved about the ship with neither spirit nor energy. Years of bad food and harsh discipline had taken their toll, so that now they were at sea again they seemed lost and ill at ease. The feel of the engine reminded him of the fuel accounts which lay in his sea cabin. Every minute of the day, every turn of the screw, meant that the black hoard of coal was falling. As soon as we break south, he thought, I must try to capture a collier. As coal makes up seventy-five per cent of England’s exports, it might not be too difficult.

As the Vulkan lifted her four and a half thousand tons over the next roller, von Steiger felt the pressure of first one arm of the chair and then the other against his ribs. She was taking it quite well, and the weather would get worse yet.

He stared steadily at the barren sea and felt the smallness of the ship. No patrols, no fishing boats, not even a swooping gull broke the hard, restless panorama.

I must try to get some sleep. I cannot sit here for ever. He stirred uneasily at the thought of his neat bunk, and dismissed the idea instantly. He could feel Dehler’s eyes on his back, and wondered how a man could nurse so much hatred. He had tried to draw Dehler’s resentment into the open, and had even attempted to take him into his confidence. It was useless. Dehler either said nothing but the minimum comment, or started a long tirade about his subordinates, blaming them for their faults, lack of ability or the like.

He ticked off his officers mentally, and came back to Heuss. He was by far the most competent and also took a great interest in the crew’s welfare. The seamen, wretched in their damp, overcrowded quarters, harried and bullied by their petty officers, had little enough to look forward to. Heuss’s watchful eye might make all the difference. Ebert was a good reliable gunner, and that was enough. Kohler was equally efficient, but lacked any sort of tolerance or warmth. Most of all he lacked charm. Von Steiger had long ago decided that an officer with charm could be excused many other faults. The two boarding officers and the engineers were all right, and young Damrosch, who now froze on the open wing because he thought his captain would expect it of a junior officer, was very likeable and willing. By and large they were a fair cross-section. They had good training, and experience would come also, given time.

He gazed bleakly at his reflection in the salt-caked glass. Time. An easy word. He remembered Heinz, his brother-in-law, tall yet stooped in his field-grey uniform as he had stood at his side by Freda’s grave. One sleeve empty and pinned to his tunic made it hard to visualise him as an officer of a crack infantry regiment. In that slashing rain they had waited for Heinz’s driver to collect him and take him to the station. He was going straight back to France, to the Front.

Von Steiger explored the memory uneasily, like a man will touch an old wound. They had always been firm friends, and when Freda had died the importance of that link seemed all the more vulnerable.

Heinz had said impetuously: ‘What went wrong with Germany, Felix? What happened to bring us down like this?’ His grey eyes had hungrily explored the dripping churchyard and sodden grass. ‘Look at me, Felix! I am going back to that hell! To the mud and wire, and to that horror they call war!’ He hurried on, unaware of von Steiger’s shocked eyes. ‘I have to lead my men to their deaths!’ He laughed, a despairing, bitter sound. ‘Men, did I call them? Boys more like, to be led by a one-armed officer who knows the war is already lost!’

Even now von Steiger flinched at the words. Lost. Of course he had known it, too, and yet there had always been hope with Freda to wait for him. When his father had been alive, and they had all lived in the great house on the edge of the Plöner See, with its long avenue of trees and smooth lawns, Freda had laughed at such black thoughts. ‘Never mind,’ she said, ‘I will look after you all!’

The old Admiral von Steiger had died, and now Freda had followed him. Heinz had been the last link, and even he was condemned to certain death. For over three years the great armies had swayed back and forth over fields and towns, villages and hamlets, which had become a battleground, then
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