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Douglas Reeman joined the Navy in 1941, where he was twice mentioned in dispatches. He did convoy duty in the Arctic and the North Sea, and later served in motor torpedo boats. As he says, 'I am always asked to account for the perennial appeal of the sea story, and its enduring interest for people of so many nationalities and cultures. It would seem that the eternal triangle of man, ship and ocean, particularly under the stress of war, produces the best qualities of courage and compassion, irrespective of the rights and wrongs of the conflict. The sea has no understanding of righteous or unjust causes. It is the common enemy respected by all who serve on it, ignored at their peril.'

Apart from the many novels he has written under his own name, he has also written more than twenty historical novels featuring Richard and Adam Bolitho, under the pseudonym of Alexander Kent.
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To Kim,

the girl on the beach,

with my love





With this signature the German people

and the German armed forces are,

for better or worse,

delivered into the victors' hands.

Colonel-General Gustav Jodl

after signing the German surrender

to the Allies, May 1945.






1

The Victors

The confined waters of the Baltic Sea have moods and hazards as varied as the countries which enclose it, from Finland in the north to the gentler shores of Denmark and the turbulent currents of the Kattegat which divides it from Sweden.

This particular morning, with May just a few days old, was no exception; if anything, the air, chilling and heavy with damp, was hostile, as if it knew the reason for this day being different from any other.

The early sunlight was masked by low clouds, and when it touched the sea's face it was hard and metallic, so that the water looked like burnished pewter. When the sun was hidden, the same sea appeared darker, the colour of lead.

The small flotilla of vessels moving slowly south towards the approaches to Kiel Bay kept station close together, as if they too sensed the air of menace and uncertainty. Their engines, throttled down to hold the group in visual company at all times, rumbled across the water, and as an occasional glimpse of land loomed up to starboard the crews who stood to their action stations could hear the echoes thrown back from the shore.

It was a place very few had been before, and only those old enough to have recalled the days of peace might have remembered or recognised the names on the chart.

For this was May 1945, and after nearly six years of war British ships were penetrating the Baltic, where none but a handful of reckless submariners had been able to grope their way to carry their particular skills to the enemy's coastal convoys.

This group of vessels was small but no less deadly. A pair of lithe motor gunboats, butting through the choppy water as if they resented being reined down from their spectacular thirty knots – more with a following wind as some claimed. A trio of motor launches, very similar in design with their low bridges and raked bows, but lacking the MGBs' formidable armament, followed by a long-funnelled salvage vessel. Dull grey like the clouds, all the hulls glistening in spray, guns manned as if expecting to be challenged.

The leading MGB, her number 801 painted on either bow, might appear to any landsman to be as smart as the day she had first tasted salt water in 1942. But the old scars were still visible despite the paint. Three years of war at close quarters. Seeking out the enemy, E-Boats and other such vessels, whose crews were just as dedicated and determined to win, or simply to survive. From Iceland to the Med, the English Channel and up to the North Sea, manned for the most part by hostilities-only officers and ratings, schoolboys and clerks, milk roundsmen and taxi drivers, they had proved in blood that they were more than able to adapt to the demands of war, despite the cost which had hit them harder than most.

Lieutenant Vere Marriott, the commanding officer of MGB 801, rested his elbows on the screen and levelled his powerful binoculars on a spur of land; as he had done countless times, so many that they were beyond measure. He was twenty-six years old, and apart from getting the 'feel' of the navy in an elderly V & W class destroyer had spent all his time in Light Coastal Forces, in both MTBs and gunboats like this one. Covering the desert army in retreat along the North African coast, then turning to share the unbelievable change of fortune when the battered, bloodied veterans of the Eighth Army had stood firm at a place called El Alamein, a name which had previously been barely worth noting on any map or chart. After years of setbacks, both naval and military, their luck had changed. Rommel's crack Afrika Korps had been driven back. It never stopped until the German divisions were out of Africa and across to Sicily and Italy, harried all the way by craft like this one.

Marriott half-listened to the muffled growl of the four great Packard engines and watched some bobbing wreckage drift slowly abeam.

His had been a different command then. Once again he felt his stomach muscles contract as if anticipating a blow, his jaw tightening while he tried to push the memory from his mind.

This should have been a different day. Eleven months since the great Allied invasion of Normandy, and now they were here, following the German coastline, heading for Kiel. A place often mentioned in news bulletins, being bombed around the clock but still able to hit back, to build and offer sanctuary to the U-Boats which for the second time in a generation had almost brought Britain to starvation and defeat.

To most, Kiel was more legend than reality. Marriott recalled seeing a film before the war called The Spy in Black, with Conrad Veidt playing the Kaiser's U-Boat captain who had been chosen to penetrate Scapa Flow and attack the Grand Fleet. It was just a coincidence, perhaps, that Günther Prien had done exactly that in this war in U-47, and had torpedoed the battleship Royal Oak, and laid her on the bottom with great loss of life.

He heard seaboots clattering up from the chartroom, which was hunched just forward of the square, open bridge.

Sub-Lieutenant Mike Fairfax RNVR, second-in-command of MGB 801 but still weeks away from his twenty-first birthday, watched him gravely before saying, 'It feels different.'

'Yes, Number One.' Marriott wanted to shake his hand, to laugh, even cry, but could find no proper emotion. All those faces, wiped away but not forgotten, the months and the years, the elation and the stark terror which tore at your guts like claws. It was over, they said. All but the actual signatures and the flag-waving.

Germany had collapsed. The impossible dream was still as hard to face, let alone accept, as the fact of their own survival.

Of course there was always Japan, the other theatre in the Pacific. Errol Flynn's war. But that was later. This was here and now.

He glanced over the screen at the forecastle, the power-operated six-pounder with Leading Seaman Townsend testing the sights, the slender muzzle moving very slightly from bow to bow. Was that how he felt?

Like other MGBs of her class she carried a company of thirty officers and ratings. The boat had served them well and was paying for it. The hull had been holed and patched many times. Exploding bombs from the aircraft nobody had spotted in time. Enemy tracer, cannon fire and white-hot splinters which could rip a man apart. The thick pusser's paint covered a multitude of sins. But her engines were good and she could still respond when roused. Stronger than anything faster. Faster than anything stronger. That combination had saved their bacon many times. For her size she was heavily armed. Along her one hundred and fifteen feet she mounted two six-pounders, the slender-barrelled Oerlikons and a selection of machine guns both heavy and light, as well as a few unlawful ones which they had 'come by' along the way.

Fairfax gauged his mood with practised care. He had joined the boat just before last Christmas after serving as third-hand in a smaller Vosper boat at Felixstowe. He could still recall his dismay when he had been told who his next skipper was to be.

Lieutenant Vere Marriott, holder of the DSC and Bar, had been one of the legends in Coastal Forces. But that had been earlier, before D-Day and the Normandy invasion. In these boats life was fast and furious. When they had nothing more interesting to write about, the newspapers would sometimes describe these young veterans as heroes. It usually brought derision from Fairfax's companions. In their kind of warfare there were only two sorts. The quick and the dead.

Marriott had been twenty-six. That had seemed incredibly old to Fairfax. His friends had suggested that Marriott might be over the hill. It had not helped.

But, in the months since then, Fairfax had come to feel something for his grave-eyed skipper which was closer to love than mere respect. The latter seemed insignificant when he had seen what Marriott had done to weld a mixed collection of characters into a team, into one company. Many of the hands had come from other boats. Men who had seen their comrades drown or die in a dozen different ways. Those who had trod water and had watched their boats take that last dive. In their small, compact world each man relied on the other. He had to. There was nobody else when the flak started to fly.

Marriott had spared nobody, least of all his first lieutenant. The real test had been when they had encountered E-Boats off the Hook of Holland. They had been sent to cover an attack by MTBs on a small enemy convoy. With day and night air raids reducing Germany's railways and roads to a shambles, such convoys had become doubly important. It had been a quick, savage embrace, with two E-Boats and one MTB blasted apart, lighting up the night sky in their death agony before darkness closed in again, and friend and foe alike ran like assassins for their bases at full throttle.

Marriott's behaviour then had taught Fairfax much about his commander. He had handled the boat like a thoroughbred, not one which had almost come to the end of her useful life.

Marriott felt he was being watched and thought he knew what Fairfax was thinking. He liked Fairfax. He was bright, cheerful, and good at his job. In action he behaved like a veteran, but he succeeded in looking like a hurt schoolboy when Marriott had torn him off a strip. Schoolboy. He had been just that when he had joined up for the duration.

Marriott had sworn he would never allow himself to get too close to anyone else again. Not after... He slammed the door on his thoughts and said, 'I wonder how Cuff is getting on back there?'

Lieutenant Leo Glazebrook, known as 'Cuff, commanded another of the MGBs which had been detached earlier to investigate a W/T report of small craft moving along the coast.

Cuff was one of the originals of the flotilla. Marriott had bumped into him several times during his service. In the Channel, then out to the Med where he had been sent to run guns to Tito's partisans in Yugoslavia who were fully stretched fighting their own war against the German and Italian occupation forces.

Then Normandy. Cuff was always around. Marriott bit his lip. So what was it, envy? Because Cuff was ending the war in his own boat, one he had commanded for over two years – a lifetime in this regiment?

Marriott glanced at the men around him, taut and tense, watching the sea, the sky, everything.

Why could he not accept this boat as his own? He looked at the coxswain as he stood swaying slightly behind the wheel. A one-badge petty officer named Robert Evans, or so it said in his paybook. Another mystery. A bloody good coxswain, always the vital link between officers and ratings. He had dark hair and a swarthy skin, a firm mouth, and eyes which were very steady, unnerving sometimes when he looked at a defaulter or some skate who had overstayed his run ashore. Like black olives. Originally Welsh, but one who had lived for much of his life in the Channel Islands.

Evans had worked with the Special Boat Squadron, the cloak-and-dagger brigade. He spoke fluent French, perhaps because of his time in the Channel Islands, but there was something more to him than his papers explained. How did he feel now? Jersey, his home, had been the only part of Britain to be overrun and occupied by the Germans. If he had family there he said nothing of them. A withdrawn, remote man, but one who was respected by the youthful company and even the hard men who had been no strangers to the navy's detention quarters.

Marriott's thoughts returned to the missing MGB. Cuff was taking his time. It was to be hoped he was being careful despite the alleged victory. Marriott recalled their arrival off Copenhagen. When was that? Yesterday? The day before? He bit back a yawn. None of them had slept much since leaving England.

But that was how he had imagined it might be. The wildly excited, often tearful Danes, hugging the begrimed, grinning Tommies as they had marched up from the harbour. The announcement from Field-Marshal Montgomery's HQ that all German resistance in Holland, North-West Germany and Denmark was at an end. Even Heligoland and the Friesian Islands had surrendered.

The MGBs had paused only to take on more fuel from an army supply column and had been instantly swamped by elated towns-people from that enchanting city. Hugs and kisses, hoarded aquavit and brandy – Marriott had had his hand pumped by so many people he had been dazed by their gratitude.

How long would it last, he wondered? As in France, the so-called patriots would soon be revealed as collaborators by the dedicated few of the real Resistance whose strength had been sustained over the years by hate, by seeing their friends captured and executed.

'Ship, sir! Port bow!'

'Stand to!' Marriott raised his glasses and felt his heart pumping against his ribs. Surely not now? There had been talk of some German commanders refusing to give in, of those who had scuttled their vessels rather than surrender them to their old enemies.

It had even been reported that the island of Bornholm was being reinforced by troops fleeing the Russian advance, and that the German commander was preparing to defend the town from anyone who came near.

Fairfax lowered his glasses and gave a quick, tight grin.

'It's Captain (D), sir.'

A figure at the opposite corner of the bridge straightened his back.

Leading Signalman Silver, nicknamed Long John, needless to say, gave a grunt. 'Here they come, bags of swagger – showin' off as usual!'

The big destroyer tore down on the slow-moving group, a huge moustache foaming from her bow-wave, the spray a dirty yellow in the strange glare. Beyond her would be other destroyers and some cruisers, support craft, and landing ships packed with soldiers.

Marriott watched the impressive display, the glint of filtered sunlight on the destroyer's glass screen, and those further away as they swung in obedience to their leader.

A light stabbed across the water like a diamond-bright eye.

'Signal from Captain (D), sir.' Silver's lips moved soundlessly as he read it. 'Take care. No one is completely on your side!'

Marriott thought of all the brittle but witty signals he had seen and heard even in the face of death. What was wrong now? Nobody laughed. He stiffened as a loud boom echoed through the haze and spray and felt the explosion sigh against the hull as if it had touched a sandbar. They looked at each other and then Silver added, 'From Captain (D), sir.'

Marriott faced him. 'Well?'

Silver showed his teeth. 'Re my last signal. Delete "completely".'

'That's all we need!' Fairfax spoke with feeling.

But a few moments later they saw the ungainly salvage vessel signalling from astern.

Cuff was coming to rejoin them. The explosion must have been his.

Marriott thrust his hand into his oilskin's pocket and closed it around his pipe. Even that felt damp.

Perhaps they had all just been holding on and nothing else? And had no more to give?

'Signal, sir.' Silver was studying him impassively. 'Take station on me.'

'Very well. Bring her round to port, Swain.'

He turned to watch his men at their familiar stations, their white sweaters touched with grease from the guns, their eyes peering into the clouds and towards the hazy shoreline.

At Normandy it had been almost a frantic, last-ditch display. Best uniforms, cheers and madness even when the bombardment had engulfed the brave little ships. In the midst of it all, the blazing tanks as they were marked down within minutes of rumbling from the LSTs, the smoke and the roar of gunfire from the bombarding squadrons beyond the horizon; as men cursed and died, others had pressed forward; there was even that crazy soldier with the bagpipes. What would make a man act like that with death just yards away?

The men near him looked worn out, old before their time. Yet there were only six aboard who were over twenty-one. You would never have known. A grimy hand passed a signal flimsy up to the bridge from the W/T cabinet. Marriott read it carefully, then re-read it as his eyes blurred. He knew that the third-hand had joined them, as if he had guessed. Sub-Lieutenant John Lowes was eighteen years old, with this his first proper appointmerit. For him at least it had to be right. Marriott tried to picture the others he had known as if he could feel them too. Watching, waiting for him to make it worthwhile even though they could never share it. Now.

He said quietly, 'Pass the word. This is from the Admiralty. Official. All German armed forces have surrendered. The war is over.' He looked at the youthful Lowes. 'Put it in the log, Pilot. May the eighth 1945 is to be known as Victory in Europe Day.'

He stared blindly up at the gleaming ensign which curled above the bridge – ragged, holed, faded, but no less proud than those at Agincourt, Trafalgar even. But he saw only what he had lost.

Fairfax thrust out his hand, the coxswain too, while they studied each other like strangers.

Silver removed his cap and let the wet breeze ruffle his untidy hair. A Londoner from Dalston, he had been a tick-tack man at a greyhound stadium before the war. Perhaps not that much of a change, for him at least. But even he was at a loss, for once.

Silver said, 'I dunno what to say, sir.'.

Marriott turned away. 'Be on your guard. They could be wrong about some of the more dedicated ones...' But he was thinking of England, how it would be back there. The long years. Bombed, sometimes starved, but always defiant. Without the ordinary civilians' determination, their faith, the warships and bombers would have counted for nothing.

He heard himself say, 'We shall enter harbour as directed but remain at action stations.' He let his words sink in. 'Tell the engineroom about the signal, Number One.' It was always the same in these boats. The engineroom crew were the last to know anything, unless they received a direct hit.

He heard the mounting roar of Cuff's engines and saw the boat planing past the MLs and the salvage vessel, his familiar yellow scarf whipping above the screen like a pennant. The other colour was provided by a line of swastikas below the bridge on red and white painted shields, each one a kill. As he drew abeam, Cuff switched on his loud-hailer. It was strange, but you hardly noticed his Yorkshire accent at any other time.

'Drinks on me when we get in!' He waved his gloved fists in the air. 'God damn it! It's bloody well over!'

The MGB swung away to resume proper station on their quarter.

He at least was able to give way to his feelings. Some of his men were waving and cheering to one of the destroyers.

'I'm going to look at the chart, Number One. Take over, right?' Marriott stepped down into the chartroom with its familiar musty smell. Dry rot, wet rot; no hull was safe when they worked them so hard in all weathers.

He switched on the chart light and stared at the uneven coastline of the peninsula, Denmark and down into Schleswig-Holstein. Kiel. Germany. He spoke the last name aloud as if to convince himself.

He heard the two subbies chatting near the voicepipes. Fairfax bewailing the fact the war had ended before he had got his second stripe, and Lowes because the war had passed him by altogether.

What would become of them all? Of me?

He searched his mind for the other faces, but they had gone now, their part played.

He thought suddenly of Cuff. As always, the survivor. The winner. And wondered why he had never really liked him.



Sub-Lieutenant Mike Fairfax flattened the creases on the ready-use chart and tried to prevent the instruments from rattling as the boat shuddered over some short crests. The atmosphere in the open bridge was as tense as he had known it in battle, and he knew he was only fiddling with the chart to hold his own nerves in check.

He heard Marriott say quietly, 'Dead slow. Keep clear of that wreckage, Swain.' He also heard Evans's noncommittal grunt. How well those two had worked together although, even in Fairfax's youthful opinion, Marriott and the swarthy petty officer were like chalk and cheese. Feet shifted on the deck and in gun mountings, fingers played warily with sights and ammunition. It was electric and yet it felt dead. Numb.

Fairfax watched Marriott's even profile. Steady grey eyes, a sensitive mouth which had sometimes hardened as if to a command only when it had been required. Fairfax had come to recognise all the signs in his captain. The way his brown hair flapped from beneath the old cap with its tarnished badge, the tell-tale marks of grey in his sideburns. Wrong for a man of twenty-six, but Fairfax had seen it in others. Men like Marriott, young only in years, eyes lost in experiences he could only imagine.

Fairfax licked his lips and tasted grit on his teeth. It felt out of place at sea. He realised that what he had taken for sea-mist or perhaps inshore drizzle was in fact smoke; he could taste that too, so that his stomach rebelled at the stench of burning. A city, a port which had been crushed by war.

Silver called, 'Motor boat approachin' from starboard, sir!'

Fairfax raised his glasses and, from a corner of his eyes, saw the twin barrels of the paired Oerlikons train soundlessly on the small grey launch, then turn away disdainfully as if they and not the gunlayer had seen the huge White Ensign flapping from its stern.

He saw a bearded lieutenant-commander in battledress with a megaphone in one fist as he waved to signal his intentions to come alongside.

Marriott said in the same unemotional tone, 'Side-party, give him a hand. But we don't stop.'

The officer was hauled unceremoniously aboard and arrived on the bridge panting heavily.

The interwoven lace on his shoulder straps proclaimed him to be an RNR officer, most likely a pre-war first-mate in some shipping line or other. He had a thick, raw voice and had probably been shouting at various vessels since dawn.

He shook hands with Marriott and glanced swiftly around the bridge, his eyes red-rimmed with fatigue.

'I'm acting harbour-master.' He waved his hand over the screen. 'There aren't just wrecks in the harbour, there are bloody layers of 'em, so we must make sure you don't join 'em, eh?'

Fairfax saw Marriott give a tired grin. 'I'll do my best.'

Sub-Lieutenant Lowes touched Fairfax's arm so that he jumped, without knowing why.

Lowes was pointing across the port bow towards a tall, gaunt tower which stood above the drifting smoke like an abandoned lighthouse. It must have been well over two hundred feet tall.

'What's that, for God's sake?'

Fairfax stooped over the compass and took a quick fix while he steadied the azimuth ring against the jerking engines. He consulted the chart, then replied, 'The German Naval Memorial at Laboe.' He did not notice the admiration in Lowes's expression. Nor did he realise how confidently his assessment had come out. Just months ago he had been nervous, unsure still at taking a watch at night alone with his doubts and misgivings. Marriott had given him this confidence. The realisation came to him only then, and he thought bitterly, What good will that do me now that it's all over?

A small escort destroyer, one of the hard-worked Hunt class, stood motionless inside the harbour approaches, surrounded by boiling froth from her screws as they thrashed the water first ahead, then astern. A salvage tug was already nudging around her quarter, and the RNR officer said testily, 'She's hit one of the wrecks.' He looked ahead again. 'These destroyer types. Always making a big show. He'll be lucky if he gets off without punching a few holes in his belly!'

Fairfax took his eyes from the grim-looking memorial and watched the great harbour opening up ahead, then moving out to embrace the slow-moving MGBs on either beam.

I must remember every single thing on this day. Fairfax was not sure if he said it to himself or spoke aloud. But none of the others would have heard anyway. Each man was transfixed, only hands and eyes moving out of practice and hard necessity. On Cuff's boat, which was the nearest, Fairfax saw the others acting in the same stricken fashion when earlier they had been yelling and cheering.

There was smoke everywhere, and the water was thick with oil, so that when Cuff's boat pushed through it the sea showed itself like a blue thread before vanishing again as the filth closed in astern. Drifting ashes, patches of smoke which stung the throat like acid, bobbing flotsam, upturned floats and boats – a place of the dead.

The harbour-master cleared his throat and the starboard machine-gunner started with alarm.

'Use that pier yonder, Skipper. I can't let you inside the yard until we know.'

Marriott turned and looked at his first lieutenant. It seemed like minutes, and Fairfax had the strange feeling that they had never been so close, nor would be again.

'Foc'sle party, Number One. Clear away the after guns and use as few hands as possible.' Again the sad smile. 'You'll feel a bit naked up front.' He touched the wet screen. 'Don't worry. If anything gets nasty, we shoot first and argue afterwards.'

He saw Marriott look away as something huge and solid seemed to rise from the seabed in one last act of revenge.

The big German cruiser Admiral Hipper had been rarely out of the headlines from the very start of things. She had served in most campaigns from the invasion of Norway to the attack on Russia, and later to cover that same army in retreat. . A familiar sight in Kiel, and her life had ended here. Like a shattered leviathan she lay half-submerged, smoke still pouring from her towering bridge and slewed gun-turrets. The RAF had put her out of action a month ago, and her masters had seen fit to scuttle her by exploding depth-charges deep in her hull. That had been about a week ago and she was still burning, her oil joining all the other thousands of gallons in the harbour like her own life blood.

The RNR officer pointed at another massive wreck, only her side showing above the drifting procession of flotsam. But her name was still clearly visible on one bow: New York.

He said with something like respect, 'One of their old Hamburg-Amerika liners. Knew her well.' He stared at the shattered wreck and added bitterly, 'I hope they're all bloody satisfied!'

'Were you in a liner?' Marriott studied him gravely.

The man shook his head. 'No. I ran bananas.' He turned away to watch Fairfax and a handful of seamen hurry to the bows with ropes and fenders. 'At least it was a clean life.'

Marriott nodded, strangely moved by this man whose name he did not even know. The love and brotherhood of the sea was something else lost here.

'Slow astern.' He saw one seaman drop over the bows then reappear with the mooring rope. The first of their little band to set foot in Germany. The seaman must have realised it and was grinning up at his mates. That was Scouse Arkright, a real 'skate' who had been inside more naval D.Q.s than at sea until he had popped up in Coastal Forces. It had appealed to his independent spirit apparently.

The other MGBs were nudging their way to the out-thrust arm of the jetty. It was more like an empty ramp, Marriott thought, the rest had been blasted away in the bombing.

Cuff's boat was coming alongside in a cloud of high-octane vapour as her powerful screws thrashed astern before coming to rest.

These boats had been built originally to do service as both MGB and MTB. The bows of Cuff's command were scalloped like Marriott's 801 so that torpedo tubes could be fitted, but they never had been.

Marriott glanced now around the littered, broken harbour. Torpedoes were the last things they needed here.

The launch was panting fussily on the outboard side and the harbour-master thrust out his hand. 'Must be off. Long queue by now, I expect.'

Marriott thought of the bottle of brandy he had brought for this moment. The original one lay with the remains of his old command. In pieces like his men.

His eyes smarted and he wiped them with the back of his hand.

The ex-merchant navy man prompted gruffly, 'Rough, was it?'

Marriott stared back at the tall memorial. It seemed to be mocking them. It had survived for the dead when all around had been laid low. He could see part of the town now; the light must be stronger, but there were only ruins, undulating piles like dunes in a desert. Where were the people? Dead or still trapped and buried there, gasping out their lives beneath their workplaces and homes, in the smouldering fires because there was nothing with which to fight or extinguish them?

Marriott replied vaguely, 'Thought you might join us for a tot.'

But, when he looked again, the launch was shoving off and heading back into the smoke.

Fairfax clattered back into the bridge, as if he only felt safe here. He touched his cap. 'All secure, sir.'

Marriott saw Ginger Jackson, a torpedoman who also acted as a messman for officers, emerge through the hatch which led down to the wardroom and W/T office. He had a huge grin, but then he usually did.

'I fetched it, sir.'

Marriott took the bottle from the towel in which he had wrapped it for safety. There were only enamel mugs available; all the rest had been smashed in the vibration when they had charged into Denmark expecting some last resistance.

Below the bridge the few who were entitled would be sharing their hoarded tots of rum with those still too young to draw it.

But here, on this small bridge, Marriott's world, where it had all happened, this was their moment.

They all watched as the brandy slopped into the mugs.

The harbour, the stench of death and destruction, the scenes of horror yet to come, even the presence of the other boats nearby were all excluded. Marriott raised his mug and felt his grip tighten to prevent his fingers from shaking. Fairfax and the fawn-like Lowes. The black-eyed Evans, Long John Silver, and the others of this small team. Behind each man another seemed to stand like a shadow. Marriott felt that if he moved he would see them, that they would be as they had once been.

He said, 'I wanted to make a speech. To talk to you about victory and not what it cost us to get it.' He glanced up at the restless ensign as it jerked from the gaff. Like the RNR officer's banana ship, clean against the filth of battle.

'Instead, I'll just say thank you.' He studied their tired faces, their expressions of astonishment and disbelief. Perhaps the stilling of the great Packard engines made the realisation all the more poignant.

They downed their drinks and held out their mugs for a refill. Marriott felt the brandy stinging his throat, burning his stomach, and realised dully that he had not eaten since . . . He shook his head. He could not remember that either.

The Chief, Petty Officer Motor Mechanic Adair, popped through the hatch with a mug of something in his greasy fist.

'Cheers, everybody!' He gave his terrible grin before swallowing his neaters.

As a young mechanic he had been hurled against a piece of unyielding machinery in rough weather and had had all his front teeth knocked out. He never wore his dentures at sea in case he lost them or had them smashed in the roaring pit of his engineroom. At twenty-five, Adair was one of the old men of the flotilla.

Marriott shook his hand, saying nothing. Their eyes said it all.

Adair of all people would settle down better than any of them, he thought. He had set his sights on a small garage and tea-room, somewhere quiet in the West Country. Catch the day-trippers that way, he had said more than once.

Marriott had no doubt he would do just that.

'They're coming, sir!'

Marriott strode to the side and saw the men on the other MGBs returning to their weapons.

He watched as first the heads and shoulders, then the bodies of a great tide of shambling figures seemed to rise from the dockyard rubble and advance on the moored boats. No order or discipline, no formation, just a dull sense of purpose.

There were thousands of them. All in blue uniforms, some bandaged or limping, petty officers and seamen, like a silent army, their feet stirring up the dust and dead ashes as they moved closer.

The German navy, the invincible Kriegsmarine. It was beyond belief and imagination.

Despite being involved in so many close-actions Marriott was like most sailors; he had rarely seen the other side. Not as people, anyway. The flash of gunfire or an exploding mine, the eye-searing balls of tracer which would rise with such delicate precision before tearing down across the deck like hammers of hell; they were all commonplace enough. Then the corpses. Rolling as if asleep in stinking oil fuel, or torn apart like fresh meat in a butcher's shop. Even that was different.

As if to an unspoken signal, the tide of blue figures came to a halt, those at the rear moving up last until they were all standing shoulder to shoulder and yet, Marriott felt, completely isolated from each other.

One of the MGB gunlayers yelled, 'Ready, sir!'

What was that? Madness, hate, the need for revenge after all that had happened to that man? A loved one killed, a home destroyed perhaps? It only needed a single spark to send every gun blazing into action. Marriott could feel the wildness in himself too.

Why not? The words seemed to scream out in his mind.

The flotilla's senior officer, 'Spruce' Macnair, was delayed at Copenhagen with engine trouble. Marriott felt the chill at his spine like ice. Cuff was the next senior for this moment of history. He glanced across at his wind-reddened face. Perhaps that more than anything decided him. For just those seconds he had seen himself in Cuff's expression. A lust to kill. To keep on firing until there was nothing.

Marriott switched on his loud-hailer. 'Secure guns!'

He heard the click of cocking levers, the snap of magazine, and saw the way some of his own men looked at each other, almost sheepishly, as if they knew how close it had been.

Then he looked along the ranks of watching Germans.

After all this time. So this is the enemy.

Silent, apathetic, without hope.

Fairfax whispered, 'They don't have any officers, sir.'

Marriott glanced at his pale features. What had he expected, he wondered? Then he touched his arm. 'Orders will eventually come from on high, Number One. Until that happens these Germans are our responsibility.' He looked past Fairfax and saw Cuff watching him, his face expressionless above his line of painted kills.

It was obvious that the Admiralty had expected to get their bigger warships into Kiel for a proper show of force. If a small Hunt class destroyer could come unstuck, her larger consorts would be in a very bad way if they tried it.

'Look, sir!'

Marriot turned and saw a solitary figure moving from the centre of the silent crowd in the dockyard.

A petty officer by his appearance, and he was walking quite alone towards the jetty. It could have been rehearsed, but Marriott could tell from the way some of the others leaned forward to stare that it was not.

He said, 'I shall step ashore, Number One. Want to come?'

Silver gasped, 'Jesus, sir, you ain't even armed!'

Marriott shrugged. 'It would be rather poindess.' They all looked up, startled, as the outside machinery of war intruded and three Spitfires roared overhead, their wingtips almost touching.

The coxswain asked, 'Can I come too, sir?'

Marriott nodded. 'Yes. Let's meet the enemy.'
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