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1

Thursday, 18 April 1940. The German invasion of Norway was nine
days old, but in that time the small Norwegian village of Økset had
seen little sign of the disaster that faced their peace-loving nation
– a few aircraft overhead, that had been all. Indeed, Stig Andvard
had listened to the unfolding news on his wireless with a feeling of
mounting unreality. Swastikas now flew over the capital, Oslo, over
Kristiansand, Stavanger, Bergen, Trondheim and Narvik, the
coastal ports that provided the life-blood of the country. The King
and Government had fled – God only knew where to, but His
Majesty's voice could still be heard crackling over the airwaves. A
number of lads from the village had responded to the general
mobilization and had hurried off to Elverum to join their army
units, and had since disappeared into that other world where the
war was taking place. Where were they now? Still fighting, or
prisoners of the Germans? Norwegian resistance in the south was
crumbling, that much was obvious, but to the north, British troops
had landed at Namsos and the Royal Navy had sunk a number of
German warships.

And yet could these cataclysmic events really be happening? It
all seemed so far away. On his farm, Stig still had his pigs to feed,
his cows to milk, and his sheep to watch. He had still drunk beer
with Torkjel Haugen and Jon Kolden in the bar the past two
Wednesdays, just as they always had. Life had continued during
those nine days with the same unwavering regularity as it had for
as long as Stig could remember.

In the valley, patches of grey grass were beginning to emerge
through the snow, but the landscape was still monochrome, as it
often was in April. Spring: a curious time of year, when the days
were long and light, with barely more than three hours of darkness,
but the ground remained stuck in winter, as though it had yet to
catch up with the sun.

That morning, however, as Stig had dropped in the slops to the
pigs, he heard a distant, dull thud from the south, followed by
further muffled crumps. 'Elverum,' he muttered to himself, then
stomped inside to find his wife. 'Guns,' he said to her. 'From
Elverum.'

Agnes put her hands to her mouth. 'My God,' she said. 'Do you
think they'll come here?'

Stig shrugged. 'It's only a little village,' he said. 'What do the
Germans want with a place like this?'

'Oh, Stig, what are we going to do?'

'Try to keep calm.' He knew it was hardly a helpful comment,
but in truth he had no idea what they should do. Their farm was
the first house to the south of the village, more than half a kilometre
from the next. He wondered whether he should walk into
the village and see what everyone else was planning, then dismissed
the idea. What would anyone else know? He glanced
briefly at Agnes and could see that she was looking to him for
guidance. Angry at his lack of decisiveness, he banged the kitchen
table with his fist, then, avoiding her eye further, headed back out
into the yard, where the sound of detonations and explosions from
the south was becoming louder and more persistent.

What to do for the best? Stay, or pack up the truck and head
north? He went over to the shed and opened the bonnet, checked
the oil and fuel levels, and that the plugs and points were clean. At
one moment, he glanced up towards the house and saw his wife
staring at him from the kitchen window, her brows knitted
together. Slamming the bonnet down harder than he might otherwise
have done, he sighed, kicked at the watery mud on the ground
and strode back across the yard to the farmhouse, into the kitchen,
sat down at the table and drummed his fingers on the ageing pine.

'Stig, I'm frightened,' said Agnes, after a few moments' silence.
'I'm going to fetch Anton.'

Stig nodded. Their second son was still at school in the village.
'Yes, I think you should,' he told her. But then, as she was taking
off her apron, he added, 'We'll stay put. Stick together. They won't
want anything with us. Why would they want to do anything to us?'
Agnes looked at him and then left, a brief brush of her hand on his
shoulder as she passed him. Stig cursed under his breath, annoyed
with himself for betraying the uncertainty he knew his wife had
recognized.

For two more hours, Stig tried to keep busy and to pretend that
all would be well, but he had read reports of the fighting in Poland.
The newspapers had printed pictures of burning villages, of towns
shrouded in smoke. Polish resistance had been brushed aside and
he hated to think what had happened to the people there. Agnes
returned with Anton, and Nils, their elder son, came back from the
wood where he had been sawing the pines they had felled the previous
day. 'Stay with your mother,' Stig told him. 'I want all of you
to stay near the house.'

At lunch, they sat around the kitchen table, saying and eating
little. Stig toyed with his soup. His stomach felt heavy and
nauseous and eventually he pushed the bowl away and went out
again, into the barn where he hoped the banging of his hammer as
he repaired some of the woodwork would deafen the sound of
battle eight miles to the south.

It was Anton who fetched him early in the afternoon. 'Henrik's
here, Papa,' he said, 'with some men.'

They were standing round the range in the kitchen when Stig
entered – five of them – holding their hands to the warmth of the
iron.

'Henrik,' said Stig.

'Forgive the intrusion,' his cousin said, clasping his hand firmly,
'but I'm afraid we need your help.'

'Of course.' Stig looked at the other four men. All, like Henrik
Larsen, wore the grey-blue serge greatcoats of the Norwegian
Army, with their double row of buttons and red piping round the
collar and cuffs. Their large green canvas haversacks were piled in
the corner, along with their rifles. One of the men stepped forward.
There was a gold band around the kepi he clutched in his left
hand.

'Forgive us,' he said. 'I am Colonel Peder Gulbrand of His
Majesty the King's Guard. We urgently need to head north, but
unfortunately our car broke down some kilometres to the south.'
He was, Stig guessed, in his early forties; a strong face, lined round
the edges of his eyes and mouth, and clean apart from a two-day
growth of beard. The colonel looked exhausted, though – they all
did. Stig glanced at them again. A lieutenant of perhaps thirty, and
another younger officer, like Henrik. The fifth man was older, with
round spectacles and a dark moustache flecked with grey. Stig
noticed he was not wearing a tunic under his greatcoat, like the
others, but a rollneck sweater and wool jacket. Nor was he wearing
uniform trousers. Colonel Gulbrand followed Stig's gaze, and said
hastily, 'I wish I could say more, but please believe me when I tell
you our mission is a vital one and undertaken at the direct request
of King Håkon.'

Stig nodded. 'You've come from Elverum?'

'This morning, yes.'

'We've heard the guns.'

'The town will be in German hands by evening.' Colonel
Gulbrand looked at Stig, then at his watch.

'I've a truck out the back,' Stig told him. 'You take it. I checked
it this morning. The tank is full and I've some spare cans
of petrol you can have. It's old but has never let me down yet.'

'I can't thank you enough,' replied the colonel. He looked as
though he was about to say something more, then stopped.

'Have you time for something to eat?' Stig asked him. 'You look
tired, if you don't mind me saying so. We've got some mutton soup
and bread—'

'Colonel?' said Larsen.

'All right,' said Gulbrand. 'God knows we could all do with
something inside us.'

Agnes had already put the soup and a coffee pot on the range.
'Nils, go and get the fuel from the shed and put it into the truck.'

Nils hurried out and Stig ushered the men to sit down. As they
did so, Colonel Gulbrand said, 'I think you were intending to use
the truck yourself.'

'I had thought about it, but no,' said Stig. 'I decided we must
stay.'

Colonel Gulbrand smiled. 'Even so, I appreciate what you're
doing. It's a big sacrifice.'

'Not as big as the one you're making,' said Stig. 'We must all do
what we can.' He turned to his cousin. 'Where're Else and little
Helena? Are they safe?'

Larsen nodded. 'In Oslo still. I hope so. You can imagine, it's
been difficult . . .'

The soup had barely been set on the table when Nils rushed
breathlessly into the kitchen, his eyes wide. 'The Germans are
coming!' he exclaimed, pointing wildly towards the road.

The men scraped back their chairs and stood up. 'How far?'
Gulbrand asked him.

'Half a kilometre,' Nils replied, 'maybe a little more. Two trucks
full of men and a car out front.'

'Quick,' said Gulbrand, 'to the truck.' The men grabbed
their packs and rifles, but at the door Stig said, 'I don't think
you'll make it. They're too close. Let me hide you. Perhaps
they'll go on through the village. Then you can head back to the
bridge.'

Gulbrand peered through the window, glanced at his men and
nodded at Stig. 'All right. Quick.'

Stig led them through the house and out of the back, away from
the road, across a patch of packed snow to the ground floor of the
barn, where the cows still sheltered. The animals shuffled and
snorted nervously at the sudden intrusion, but the men made their
way through the heavy, warm bodies and up a dusty ladder to the
floor above. The upper deck of the barn was filled at one end with
a stack of hay. 'Get under that,' Stig told them. 'I'll smooth it over
afterwards.' The men did as they were bidden just as the sound of
the trucks reached the barn from the road. As Stig covered the men
and looked anxiously around him for any sign of their presence,
he heard muffled shouts in German and felt his heart quicken. He
hurried down the ladder, pushed through the cows and stepped out
into the yard once more. Not more than forty metres away, by the
road, several German troops were clambering out of a grey-painted
Opel truck and running over to an officer who stood a little way
from his staff car. The remainder – some thirty troops in all, Stig
guessed – waited in the two lorries, the tips of their rifles pointed
menacingly skyward. Stig felt his heart lurch, then froze as he
heard the officer call out to him.

'You!' shouted the German. 'Come here!'

Stig walked towards him, praying Agnes and the boys had
cleared away the bowls and mugs and any sign of the five men. The
officer stared at him, watching his every step until Stig stopped a
few yards away.

'Who lives here?' the German asked, in fluent Norwegian.

'Myself and my family. My wife and two boys.' Stig looked at the
implacable face. The man had a pistol by his side and behind him
six men were armed with rifles. The officer's pistol was pointed
directly at Stig's stomach. 'We're looking for soldiers,' said the
officer. 'Have you seen any Norwegian troops?'

Stig shook his head. He felt a bead of sweat run down his
back.

'We've had reports that troops were seen heading this way. You
can show me around. If you're telling the truth you have nothing to
fear. The house first, I think.'

Stig led the way, his heart thumping, to the back. He felt his
hand close round the metal latch, briefly closed his eyes, then
opened the door. The officer brushed past him, glanced around,
then ordered his men to start their search.

'Where are your family?' he asked.

'Probably in the kitchen. It's where I left them.'

'What do you mean?'

'After lunch,' Stig said quickly.

The officer studied him, eyes boring into him. 'You seem
nervous,' the German said to him.

'We're not used to having troops here. You're the first Germans
I've seen. All these weapons . . .' He let the sentence trail.

The officer eyed him again. 'Continue the guided tour.'

Stig led him to the kitchen where Agnes and the two boys stood
anxiously at the far side of the table. Glancing around quickly to
see that they had removed all evidence of their guests, Stig walked
over and stood beside his family, waiting. The officer peered into a
tall cupboard, then found the door to the cellar. He shouted to his
men, who were evidently checking upstairs, the sound of heavy
feet and the moving of furniture clunking loudly through the
timber boards. Two appeared soon after, ducking their helmeted
heads as they entered the low-beamed kitchen, then disappeared
into the cellar. They found nothing.

'Outside now,' the officer said, and Stig looked anxiously at his
wife and sons, then followed.

'I've a couple of sheds and a main barn,' said Stig. 'Nothing
more.'

'You have a truck,' said the German. 'A Ford truck. We might
need that.'

Stig's heart sank, but the officer was now looking at the barn. A
stone and earth ramp led from the yard to the height of the first
floor, and a wooden bridge linked the ramp to two large doors at the
front. Underneath the bridge stood an old cart.

'Can you open those doors?' the officer asked him.

'Only from the inside at the moment,' Stig explained. 'There's a
wooden bolt across them.' Instead he led them to the door at the
side on the ground floor.

Above, Henrik Larsen had his face pressed to the floorboards.
There was the tiniest crack and through it he could see Stig leading
the German troops into the barn. He, too, could feel his heart
pounding, so hard that he feared its movement would disturb some
of the dry dust and give away their position. A cow bellowed, then
another, as the soldiers roughly pushed them aside.

'And what have you got up there?' the German officer was
asking Stig.

'A few stores. The remnants of last year's hay,' Stig replied.

Larsen watched as the officer pushed his way through the cows
and stared up at the floorboards above, so that it seemed to him
that the German was staring straight at him from under his peaked
field cap with its curious flower embroidered on the side. Dark
eyes, square face and thin lips. Larsen tensed as he watched the
officer carefully unfasten his holster cover and remove his pistol.
And by God he felt hot under the hay, still in his shirt, thick tunic
and greatcoat. He could feel the sweat running down either side of
his face and he worried suddenly that a bead of it, rather than the
dust, would drip through the rafters. Fighting off a desperate urge
to wipe his brow, he remained still, hardly daring to blink or even
breathe. Stig, he could see, was terrified: his eyes were darting from
one man to another, and he swallowed repeatedly. Come on, Stig, he
thought, don't go and get yourself killed. As a boy, Larsen had always
looked up to his older cousin. And now this.

The other soldiers were also looking upwards, their rifles at the
ready, as the officer began slowly, purposefully, climbing the rungs
on the ladder. Larsen watched him, until all he could see were the
German's boots and then, moments later, he heard the man
clamber out onto the floorboards beside them. His footsteps trod
carefully towards the two doors at the end. There was a clatter as
he moved something out of his way, and then he was walking back
again towards the pile of hay. Larsen froze once more, then heard
movement in the hay to his left. Closing his eyes, he heard the
German cock his pistol. An earth-shattering crack jolted him as a
shot rang out. But instead of feeling any searing pain or hearing the
cry of a comrade, he was aware of the German officer laughing. 'You
have one less rat in your barn,' the German called out to Stig.

After that the Germans left, but it was not until the trucks
and the car had moved on towards the main part of the village and
Stig had crept back up the ladder that any of them dared speak.

'They're searching the rest of the village,' Stig told them, in a
loud whisper, and one by one they stood up, dusted themselves
down and pulled the wisps of hay from their collars and hair. 'They
won't be able to see you – there's a bend in the road between us,
the church and the rest of the houses.'

Colonel Gulbrand clasped Stig's hands again. 'Thank you,' he said.
'I shall make sure the King hears of what you have done for us.'

Stig smiled, his earlier terror receding. Extreme relief, mixed
with a surge of adrenalin, gave him an almost exultant feeling.
'Head back a couple of hundred metres, then cross the bridge over
the Glåma,' he told Gulbrand. 'The road along the valley leads
north-west and it's clear of snow.'

The men hurried out of the barn to the open shed where the
truck stood. Throwing their packs into the back first, the younger
guardsmen clambered in while Gulbrand and the curious
bespectacled man jumped into the cab. The engine started
immediately. Stig looked up at Larsen. 'Good luck,' he said. 'One
day you can come back and tell me all about it.'

'Stig, thank you,' Larsen replied. 'Take good care of yourself.
Look after your family.'

'I will.'

Larsen gripped the wooden stock of his rifle with one hand and
clenched the side of the truck with the other as they cautiously
rumbled across the yard, then turned out onto the road. As Stig had
assured them, there was no sign of the Germans. Larsen glanced
back to the farmhouse one last time and saw his cousin wave, then
step back into the house.

Gulbrand turned the truck across the bridge, then right onto the
valley road. On the other side of the wide Glåma river the village
of Økset drifted into view between the trees on the river's edge.
Larsen could see, as the others could, the German trucks by the
church, and a dull ache churned once more in his belly. Surely, he
thought, they would be spotted. He could almost feel German field
glasses trained on them.

A sickening feeling washed over him as it dawned on him with
sudden clarity that his cousin would be in trouble. He couldn't
believe he had been so stupid. Why had it not occurred to him at
the time? Of course the Germans would return to the farm, find the
truck gone and put two and two together. Jesus, he thought. What
have I done?

Sitting opposite him, Lieutenant Nielssen grinned. He had
taken off his cloth field cap so that his fair hair was blown across his
forehead. 'What are the odds on when our friends in the Luftwaffe
will appear?'

'For Christ's sake,' muttered Stunde. He was the youngest of
them, only recently promoted to lieutenant.

'Two to one says it'll be less than an hour.'

In fact, it was half that time. They had not driven more than a
dozen miles when two Messerschmitt 110s were bearing down on
them. No sooner had Larsen seen two dots rapidly transform into
wasp-like planes than rows of bullets spat up lumps of soil behind
them before catching up with the pick-up, smashing one of the
headlights from the front wings and puncturing the bonnet. In seconds
the aircraft were past, the two dark crosses on each wingtip
vivid against their pale, oil-streaked undersides. They watched the
two fighters roar onwards, then bank and turn.

'Christ, look at the bonnet!' yelled Stunde. Larsen stood up and
peered over the cab at the huge tear from which steam was hissing.

Gulbrand pulled the truck into the side of the road. 'Out, out,
quick!' he shouted.

Grabbing their rucksacks, they leapt out and ran into the dense
pine forest that rose high above the valley. This time Larsen heard
the clatter of machine-gun bullets before the roar of the aircrafts'
twin engines. Pressing his head into the snow he felt an explosion
followed by a surge of bright heat as the truck exploded in a ball of
flame. Shards of glass and metal rained through the trees, and
branches crackled as those closest to the inferno caught fire. Larsen
glanced at the colonel and saw him almost smothering the civilian,
Hening Sandvold.

'Anyone hurt?' called Gulbrand. Miraculously, no one was.
'Good. Let's get away from here.' He pulled out a map. 'We'll
climb up into the mountains, then cut across and join a road here.'
He pointed.

Larsen hauled himself up beside the colonel. Drops of melting
snow from the pines were falling around them. 'You knew they'd
come back for Stig.'

'It was inevitable,' he said. 'I'm sorry. He's a strong man, though.
I'm sure he'll come through.'

Larsen smiled weakly, then continued scrambling up into the
mountains.

But Stig Andvard was already dead. As Colonel Gulbrand had
known all along – and Larsen and his cousin had realized too late –
the Germans had seen the truck speeding along the far side of the
valley with five men aboard. When they returned to the farm and
found the pick-up gone, Hauptmann Wolf Zellner, in his fury at
being duped by a mere farmer, had taken out his pistol and shot
Stig in the head. As Larsen scrabbled up out of the snow, Agnes lay
over her prostrate husband, wailing with grief while a pool of blood
spread in an ever-widening circle across the packed ice next to the
empty shed.

More than two hundred and fifty miles away, as the crow flies,
a British Royal Navy light cruiser steamed across the North Sea
towards the Norwegian coast. There was a moderate swell and grey
clouds overhead, conditions enough to ensure that HMS Pericles
pitched and rolled with gusto as she carved her way through the
grey-green sea. For the majority of the infantrymen being given
passage – and whose stomachs were used to a steadier footing – this
movement was too much. Below decks, soldiers lay in their bunks,
pallid and groaning. A few played cards or smoked, but despite the
smell of tobacco and oil, the stench of vomit was overwhelming.

It was why one soldier was on the main deck. An experienced
sailor compared with most of the novices on board, he'd had no seasickness
and, now that the rain had stopped, had stepped out into
the bracing North Sea air.

Leaning against the railings to the port side of the forward six inch
gun turret, he watched the bow pitching into the sea, arcs of
white spray pluming into the air. The wind brought tiny droplets
of seawater across the decks, and he found the thin spray refreshing
against his face.

He stood a little over six foot tall, with broad shoulders and dark
skin from years of being baked in a hot sun, and bolstered during
the past week in Scotland by unusually warm, sunny weather. Dark
brown hair and brows accentuated his pale blue eyes, from which
spread the lines of crow's feet. His nose was narrow but slightly
askew, broken several times over the years. Otherwise his face was
clean-shaven and as yet largely unlined – although he was still only
twenty-four, his demeanour and the overall impression he gave
were those of someone several years older.

Sergeant Jack Tanner glanced casually at a passing seaman, then
shuffled his shoulders. The thick serge still felt unfamiliar after
years of wearing cotton drill, and the unlined collar made his neck
itch, but he was not one of those mourning the demise of the old
service dress, with its long tunic and leggings. The RSM had been
broken-hearted, but that was because he had known no other uniform
and because he liked his men to look immaculate on the
parade ground – all polished boots and shiny brass buttons, service
caps down over the eyes. Looking smart was all very well, but
Tanner had come to learn that practicality was more important
when trying to kill the enemy, which was why he approved of the
new khaki battle dress, with its short blouse and high-backed
trousers, so completely different from anything that had come
before, and which had not yet reached either India or the Middle
East. Indeed, the battalion had only been issued with the new
pattern a few weeks before.

Three cream chevrons on either arm marked his rank, while
above, in a gentle curve at the top of the sleeve, was a black tab
with 'Yorks Rangers' written in green. It was a regimental marking
idiosyncratic to all three battalions of the King's Own Yorkshire
Rangers, and a distinction the sergeant still felt proud to wear after
eight years. The Rangers had had a long history, having fought
from Africa to Asia to the Americas in numerous battles and
campaigns as far back as Blenheim, and Tanner was glad to be part
of that. It gave him a sense of purpose and belonging.

Even so, when he thought of the regiment, it was the 2nd
Battalion – the one with which he had served since joining up eight
years before. He had assumed that once his leave was over, he
would be returning to Palestine, where the 2nd Battalion was still
based, but instead he had been told that the 5th Battalion needed
experienced men and had been packed off to Leeds to join them
instead.

At the time he had been distraught to leave behind so many
good friends, not to mention the way of life he had come to know
so well, but it was also a matter of pride, and Jack Tanner was a
proud man. The 5th Battalion were not regulars but Territorials
and, as everyone knew, were barely more than poorly trained
part-timers.

In the six weeks he had been with them, he had not seen much
to alter that view. Most of the men in his platoon were decent
enough lads, but the majority were undernourished and from
impoverished families living in the industrial cities of Leeds and
Bradford. They lacked the stamina and fitness he was used to with
the regulars. Few of them could fire thirty rounds a minute with
anything approaching a decent aim. Parade-ground drill, route
marches and a few exercises on the moors was the limit of their
experience. Lieutenant Dingwall, his platoon commander, had
been a solicitor from Ripon before the war, and although he was
harmless enough he could barely read a map, let alone fell a man
from five hundred yards. Tanner knew the subaltern inspired little
confidence in his men, yet now they were heading off to war, and
it was Tanner's job to keep them alive and help to make them into
an effective fighting unit.

Tanner sighed and looked out at the ships of their small force
steaming with Pericles. No more than two hundred yards away the
transport ship, Sirius, carried the battalion's artillery, motor transport
and much of their ammunition and other equipment. He
would have liked to know whose idea it had been to put so much
of their equipment onto one ship. 'Bloody idiots,' he muttered,
then pushed his tin helmet to the back of his head and leant forward
to gaze down at the sea racing past.

In fact, he had begun to doubt whether anyone in the entire
army, let alone 148th Brigade, had much idea about what they were
doing. Since leaving Leeds and arriving at Rosyth, they had
boarded three different ships, loading and unloading their equipment
on each occasion. Confusion and chaos had ensued. Kit had
been lost and mixed up with that of the Sherwood Foresters and
Leicesters, who were also part of the brigade, while once, they had
even set sail before turning and heading back to port. Nobody
seemed to know why. All the men had been grumbling and it had
been universally agreed that the top brass needed their heads
examining. This was no way to fight a war.

After disembarking the second time, they had marched eleven
miles to a makeshift camp outside Dumfermline where they had
remained an entire week, carrying out a few route marches but
little firing practice or battle training: most of their ammunition and
equipment was still lying somewhere on Rosyth docks. Even when
they had finally set sail early the previous morning, the battalion
had been horribly mixed up: two companies and HQ Company on
Pericles, and one each on the other two cruisers, along with the
Foresters and Leicesters. Worst of all, no attempt seemed to have
been made to split up their heavy equipment. Tanner gazed at
Sirius and wondered again whose idea it had been to put all their
transport and guns on one thin-skinned, poorly armed transport
ship. 'Bloody hell,' he said again, shaking his head.

'You all right, Sarge?' Corporal Sykes was standing beside him,
cupping his hands with his back turned as he tried to light a
cigarette.

'Yes, thanks, Stan. Not so much of a croaker now?'

'Think I'll pull through. Better for being out here at any rate.
Christ, the smell down there. Bloody terrible.'

'Why do you think I'm standing out here?' Tanner grinned.
'You've got to eat something before you set sail. Do that and you'll
be fine.'

The ship pitched again, causing a larger plume of spray to splash
over the prow. Both men instinctively turned their backs but then,
out of the corner of his eye, Tanner spotted a trail of white rushing
across the surface towards Sirius.

'Sweet Jesus!' he said, shaking Sykes's shoulder. 'That's a
bloody torpedo. Look!'

At the same moment, the ship's klaxon rang out, there was
shouting across the decks and the crew rushed to their battle
stations. Across the two-hundred-yard stretch of water, the men on
board Sirius had also seen the missile, their frantic shouts of alarm
carrying over the grey sea. Both Tanner and Sykes watched in
silence as the torpedo reached the vessel. A split-second pause,
then a deafening explosion. A huge tower of water erupted into the
sky, followed moments later by a second detonation. Suddenly
the ship was engulfed in flames and thick, oily black smoke. The
Pericles began to turn away rapidly, tilting hard to avoid the U-boat
that must still be lurking below. The two destroyers escorting the
convoy went back towards the stricken Sirius, depth charges
popping from their sides only to explode moments later in great
eruptions of water.

Tanner and Sykes ran to the stern as Pericles began to turn again.
They lost their footing as the ship lilted, but grabbed the railings
and watched as Sirius groaned in agony. She was now dead in the
water. Men screamed, shouted and hurled themselves into the ice cold
sea. Then, with a haunting wail of tearing metal, Sirius split in
two. The stern went under first, sliding beneath the waves, but the
prow took longer, the bow pointing almost vertically into the sky
before gently sinking out of view. It had taken a little under four
minutes.

'Jesus, Sarge,' said Sykes, at length. One of the anti-aircraft
cruisers had come alongside where Sirius had been moments
before and was picking up survivors. 'Would you bloody believe it?
How are we expected to fight the bloody Jerries now?'

Tanner rubbed his brow. 'I don't know, Stan. I really don't know.'
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A Dornier roared overhead, the second within a few minutes, and
so startlingly low that Tanner ducked involuntarily. It was huge
and, Tanner thought, menacing with its wide wings, black crosses
and swastikas. It was unnerving to think that German aircrew were
just a hundred feet above him, and hurtling ever further behind
Allied lines.

'Cocky bastards,' he said, turning to Private Hepworth.

'When are we going to get some aircraft, Sarge?' Hepworth asked.
'I don't think I've seen a single one of ours since we got here.'

'God knows,' replied Tanner. 'But these bloody jokers seem to
be able to do what they bloody like. I mean, for Christ's sake, how
low was that one? I'm surprised he hasn't taken a chimney with
him.' He shook his head. 'They must be able to see our every
damn move.' He opened the door of the truck and jumped into the
cab, Hepworth following. 'Now,' he said, to himself as much as to
Hepworth, 'let's try to get this thing started.' It was French, a dark
blue Renault, standing in a yard behind a butcher's shop in
Lillehammer. He found the choke and the ignition switch, turned
it clockwise, then located a starter button in the footwell. Pressing it
down with his boot, he was relieved to hear the engine turn over
and wheeze into life. As it did so, the dials on the dashboard
flickered. A quarter of a tank of fuel. It was better than nothing.

Tanner ground the gear-stick into reverse, and was inching back
when he became aware of a middle-aged man running towards
him, waving his hands angrily.

'We'd better get out of here, Sarge,' said Hepworth. 'I don't
think Granddad's too happy about us nicking his truck.'

Tanner thrust the gear-stick into first, and began to move out of
the yard.

'Hey! That is my truck,' the man shouted in English. 'What do
you think you are doing?'

'Sorry,' Tanner yelled back, 'but I'm requisitioning it. We need
it to help defend your country.' He sped past the incredulous man,
through the archway and out into the street. 'Poor bastard.'

'If we hadn't taken it the Jerries would have done, Sarge,' said
Hepworth.

'We should have our own damned trucks, rather than having to
cart around taking transport off Norwegians. It's bloody chaos here,
Hep. Absolute bloody chaos.'

Not that it showed on the streets of Lillehammer that Monday
morning, 22 April. Barely a soul stirred as Tanner drove through the
deserted town to a warehouse next to the railway station. There,
two platoons from B Company and a working party of Sherwood
Foresters had been unloading stores since shortly after midnight.
Most of these had now been taken out of the warehouse, but large
piles were still strewn along the platform and in the yard, waiting
to be taken away.

As Tanner came to a halt the quartermaster, Captain Webb,
strode over to him. A squat man in his late thirties with a ruddy
complexion and a large brown moustache, he called, 'Ah, there you
are, Sergeant. At last! Where the bloody hell have you been?'

'We were as quick as we could be, sir. There're not many trucks
about, though.'

'Any fuel?'

'Just over a quarter of a tank. We could start taking cars, perhaps.'

The quartermaster sighed.

'Better than nothing, sir,' Tanner added. 'And it's more
transport.'

'Let's get this loaded first. The sooner we can get it going, the
sooner it can come back for another trip.'

Another German aircraft thundered over. 'Bastards!' shouted
Captain Webb, shaking his fist.

Tanner called over some men and they began loading the truck
with boxes of ammunition, grenades and a number of two-inch
mortars. When it was full, Webb despatched it, and Tanner took
the opportunity to sit down for a moment on a wooden crate of
number 36 grenades until another lorry returned. He blew on his
hands and rubbed them together. It was cold but not freezing, not
in Lillehammer. He was exhausted. Neither he nor any of the men
had slept more than a few hours since they'd landed nearly four
days before.

Orders, counter-orders and confusion had dogged them
every step of the way. He supposed that someone somewhere
knew what the hell was going on, but if they did, it certainly
hadn't percolated down the ranks. Trondheim, they had been told
on the voyage over: they were going to head north to Trondheim.
Instead they had halted, been sent south, then further south. And
every time they had moved, battalions had become more and
more mixed up, equipment had had to be loaded and unloaded.
No one seemed to have the faintest idea what they had or where
it was.

He lit a cigarette, and rubbed his eyes. He was gripped by a
sense of impending doom, that they had come to this cold,
mountainous country, still white with snow, completely
unprepared. Christ, what a disaster the sinking of Sirius had been.
Trucks, armoured cars, ammunition, guns, mortars, rations – not to
mention their kit bags – all now lay at the bottom of the North Sea.
Three infantry battalions were fighting the enemy with nearly half
their equipment gone. It wasn't a problem the enemy appeared to
share.

Sykes was walking towards him. 'All right, Corporal?' he asked.

Sykes yawned and stretched. 'If I had a bit of grub and a kip I
might be.'

'Here,' said Tanner, offering him a smoke, 'take a pew for a
minute.'

'Cheers, Sarge,' said Sykes, sitting down beside him on a box of
Bren magazines. 'Fiasco this, isn't it?'

'Too right.' It was now nearly thirty-six hours since they had
reached Lillehammer station. Tanner winced as he thought of their
arrival. As a sergeant, he had travelled on one of only two coaches,
but the rest had been forced to endure the slow, winding journey
in closed goods wagons. Exhausted men had stumbled off the train,
and loaded with the kit of their full marching order they had begun
banging into one another. For a while they had stood on the
platform wearing dazed expressions, stamping their feet against the
cold and blowing on their hands. What pained him most, though,
was seeing Brigadier Morgan, commander of 148th Brigade, and
the Norwegian commander, General Ruge, watching. With a stiff,
high-collared blue-green tunic, pantaloons and black cavalry boots,
Ruge had looked like a relic from the Great War, but while there
had been no doubt of his military bearing, his disappointment at
seeing such a tired, poorly equipped bunch of troops stagger with
bewilderment from the train had been obvious. 'Christ,' Tanner
muttered now. It had been humiliating.

'What, Sarge?'

'Oh, nothing. I'm just wondering what the hell we're playing at
here.'

Sykes shrugged.

'I mean, for God's sake, the entire battalion's mixed up and no
one knows what the hell is going on except that we're getting a
pasting. Why on earth we ever bothered trying to help the
Norwegians, I really don't know. Did you see them last night?'

'Not exactly inspiring, Sarge.'

'That's an understatement. I saw one machine-gun team, but
otherwise I didn't see a single man carrying anything bigger than a
rifle.' And as the Norwegians had trudged back, so the Rangers' C
Company had been sent forward to reinforce A Company to the
south of Lillehammer. Tanner had watched them head off towards
the fray. Aircraft, like black insects, had swirled over the lake to the
south. Smoke had pitched into the sky. Explosions, some muffled,
some sharp, had resounded up the valley. By the time dusk finally
began to fall, the remains of A Company had been streaming back
to Lillehammer too. Apparently, the newly arrived C Company had
tried to hold the line as A Company withdrew, but since then news
had been scarce. With no radios, each company had been depending
on civilian telephone lines; they had now been cut.

As darkness had fallen, the sounds of battle had died down. A
sense of defeat had hung heavy over the town. Sure enough, just
after midnight, Hepworth, the platoon runner, had reached the
warehouse with news from Battalion Headquarters. General Ruge
had ordered a general withdrawal to a position a mile north of
Lillehammer. The stores that Tanner and the rest of Four Platoon
had spent an entire day unloading were to be moved to the new
position with all urgency.

That had been nine hours ago, and still piles of boxes lay stacked
in front of the warehouse and along the platform. Sykes flicked his
cigarette clear of them, then said, 'Better see where the rest of the
boys are,' and stood up and walked off.

Tanner rubbed his eyes again. Lillehammer lay perched on the
lower slopes overlooking Lake Mjøsa. It was a small town – Tanner
guessed the population was probably no more than a few thousand
– and like every other town and village he had seen so far, the
houses were mostly made of wood and brightly painted. It was one
way of cheering up the drab two-tone landscape, he supposed. It
was another grey day, but above the high, steep outcrop known as
the Balberg, there was a patch of blue. Smoke still rose into the sky
from the south and Tanner peered up again at the town, prettily
snug against the mountain, and wondered how long it would stay
that way once the Luftwaffe were bombing the place. Stretching
away above, the mountains were covered with snow-clad pines.
The whole country, it seemed, was the same: deep U-shaped
valleys, wide rivers and mountains. He had fought in mountains
before, in the North West Frontier between India and Afghanistan,
but those had been quite different: jagged, dry and dusty. Here,
everything seemed so much closer: the report of a gun could be
heard reverberating across the valley, while the roar of aero-engines
seemed to suck in all the air around them, blocking out any other
noise.

Another German aircraft thundered over, then banked in a wide
arc across the northern end of the lake. Tanner tried to remember
his aircraft recognition chart – a Junkers, he was sure of it. A
Junkers 88. Like all the German aircraft he had seen so far, this had
twin engines, but the Dorniers had had twin tail fins and more
rounded wings, like those of the larger Heinkel 111s. The wings on
this one were more aquiline and it had a bulbous head that made it
seem oddly out of proportion.

Hepworth brought over a mug of tea. 'There you go, Sarge,' he
said, and stood holding it out while the Junkers banked round the
far side of the lake. 'Feels like they're toying with us, don't it?'

'Recce planes, Hep,' said Tanner. 'They're making sure they
have a damn good look before they start up again.'

'Probably can't believe it's so easy.'

'Defeatist talk, Private? Don't let Mr Dingwall hear you speak in
such a way.' Tanner grinned at him, then took a sip of his tea.
'Great char, this, Hep. Good on you.'

A civilian car pulled into the yard outside the warehouse and
Lieutenant Dingwall stepped out. A young thin-faced man in his
mid-twenties, he strode over to Tanner. His face was ashen.

'Hepworth, go and find Captain Webb,' he said, then turned to
Tanner and, in a conspiratorial tone, said, 'Grim news, I'm afraid.
Looks like most of D Company's had it. The Norwegians had
promised transport to get them out, but apparently it never showed
up. We're hoping most are PoWs, but we've had no contact from
Company HQ since the early hours and Jerry's only just south
of the town. The colonel's beside himself. Looks like a
company of Leicesters have been overrun too.' Tanner nodded.
'Amazing to think I was talking to Captain Kirby only last
night,' Lieutenant Dingwall continued. 'And poor old Richie – I
mean, Lieutenant Richardson. I was at school with him, you know.
We joined up the same day. Hard to believe. Hope to Christ he's all
right.'

'I'm sure he will be, sir.'

'Do you? Yes, you're probably right. Probably a prisoner. I'm sure
they treat their prisoners fairly. They're signed up to the Geneva
Convention and everything, aren't they? But, my God, you can
hardly believe it, can you? We watched them march off last night,
and they've gone – a whole bloody company, devoured . . .'

'Best not to think too much about it, sir,' said Tanner.

'No . . . no, you're quite right, Tanner.' He bit his lip and then
his eyes glanced from Tanner's breast pocket.

Tanner followed his gaze and realized the lieutenant was studying
the tiny ribbon, blue, white and red stripes, of his Military
Medal above the left breast pocket of his battle blouse. He quickly
buttoned his leather jerkin.

Dingwall looked embarrassed. 'Sorry, Sergeant,' he said, and
swallowed hard. Then, smiling weakly, he added, 'Our turn to face
the Germans soon.'

'You'll be fine, sir,' said Tanner. He wanted to give his platoon
commander some reassurance but it was a difficult line to tread; it
wasn't his place to undermine the man's authority. Yet he could see
the fear in Mr Dingwall's eyes and it was important the lieutenant
did not show it to the men. Nonetheless it was natural that he
should feel apprehensive. If Tanner was honest, the tell-tale
nausea in his stomach and the constriction in his throat were
troubling him now. He tried to remind himself it was the anticipation
of battle that was the worst; once the fighting began,
adrenalin took over. Even so, the Germans were brushing them
aside as though they were little more than toy soldiers. The enemy
had control of the skies and, he'd heard, had tanks, armoured cars
and large amounts of artillery; 148 Brigade had none of those
things, and neither, it seemed, did the Norwegians. So how the hell
were they supposed to stop them? He understood now what it must
have been like to be a Mohmand warrior, armed only with muskets
and swords against British rifles, artillery and Vickers machine guns.
Christ, he thought. What the hell are we doing here?

Tanner looked to the south and noticed Lieutenant Dingwall
follow his gaze.

'When do you think the bastards will attack?' the subaltern
asked.

'Shouldn't think it'll be long.'

'What about all these stores? We've not cleared half of them.'

'We'll have to leave them, sir. Might be worth mentioning to
Captain Webb that we should think about blowing it up, sir. Don't
want Jerry to get his mitts on it.'

'I'll do that right away, Sergeant, thank you.'

Tanner followed the subaltern as he strode toward Captain
Webb. However, just as Lieutenant Dingwall began speaking with
the quartermaster, two lorries arrived back for another load.

'Jerry's not here yet,' Captain Webb told him, 'and so, for the
moment, we'll do no such thing. Let's get your men busy,
Lieutenant, and load up these trucks pronto.'

Tanner groaned to himself. The bloody fool, he thought.

Half an hour later, with the trucks despatched and the working
party of Foresters already gone, he broached the matter with
Lieutenant Dingwall again. 'Sir, I really think we need to get this
place wired and move out. The Jerries could be here any moment.'

'Yes, all right, Sergeant,' Lieutenant Dingwall snapped. He
paused, then said, 'Well, surely you've got other things to do,
Tanner,' and strode off.

He had not gone ten paces, however, when there was a brief roar
of aero-engines followed by whistling and a series of colossal
explosions. Seconds later two more aircraft hurtled over, flying at
no more than a few hundred feet off the ground.

Tanner immediately fell flat on the ground but turned his face to
see a stick of bombs falling, thankfully wide of the yard but still
terrifyingly close. As the bombs exploded, with an ear-shattering
din, he felt the air around him sucked away before he was lifted
clean off the ground by the blast and smacked back down again. He
gasped, the wind knocked out of him. The air seemed full of debris
and he closed his eyes as stones, grit, shards of wood and glass
rained down around him. Choking dust and smoke shrouded the
yard and warehouse. He pulled his handkerchief from his pocket,
dampened it with water from his bottle, then clamped it to his
mouth and staggered to his feet. Christ, the Germans would blow
up the stores for them at this rate.

'Number Four Platoon,' he shouted, 'to me!' Men stumbled
towards him, including, he was pleased to see, Lieutenant
Dingwall. 'Right, lads,' said Tanner. 'Get your kit. Make sure
you've got everything attached to your webbing, that your rifles are
loaded, then grab as much ammunition as you can easily carry. It's
time we got the hell out of here.' Wide-eyed and silent, the men
did as he asked. He turned to Lieutenant Dingwall. 'I hope that's
all right, sir. I'm assuming that since Jerry's started his assault we
should hurry back to the new lines.'

Lieutenant Dingwall nodded.

By the warehouse, Captain Webb was also barking orders for
them to retreat. 'Everyone fall back!' he shouted. German guns
had opened fire too. Shells were now thumping into the southern
parts of the town. 'Leave everything!' yelled the quartermaster.
Tanner saw him hurrying to the civilian car the lieutenant had been
driving earlier with the regimental quartermaster sergeant.

'Goddamn it,' said Tanner, as he grabbed his own rifle and kit. Two
shells hurtled overhead, whooshing through the air like a speeding
train, before exploding some several hundred yards to the north.

'All right, men!' shouted Lieutenant Dingwall. 'Let's move.'

Tanner hurried to his platoon commander. 'Sir, I'll follow you
out.' Lieutenant Dingwall swung his arm above his head, then
down below his shoulder, signalling to the men to run from the yard.

Tanner stood back. 'Move it!' he shouted. 'Come on, get going!'
Spotting Hepworth, he grabbed him, and said, 'Not you. I need
you to help me with something.'

More shells whistled overhead. Hepworth looked distraught.
'But, Sarge, the Jerries'll be here.'

'We won't be long. Now, follow me,' he snapped. Tanner was
fuming – with Captain Webb for not thinking ahead and for cutting
and running before the others, but also with the lieutenant for not
pressing the quartermaster hard enough. As a result, they were
leaving the stores in too much haste and risking letting a mass of
valuable war materiel fall into the enemy's hands – weapons and
ammunition that any advancing force would gladly use against
them.

They ran to the side of the warehouse. There, out of sight of the
yard and platform and partially covered by overgrown bushes, they
saw a small shed.

'What's this place, Sarge?' asked Hepworth. 'Can't say I'd
noticed it before.'

'That'll teach you to have a proper scout round in future, won't
it?'

Hepworth was not alone, however, certainly, no one else had
thought to use it. But Tanner had, the previous day, and as dusk
had fallen, he had quietly, without being spotted in the darkening
night, moved half a dozen four-gallon tins of petrol there. He had
also taken the opportunity to discard some of his kit and replace it
with a number of items carefully put aside during the day's unloading.
His gas-mask had been taken out and instead he had filled the
respirator bag with a tin of detonators and two five-pound packs of
Nobel's gelignite. From his large backpack, he had taken out
several other items of kit. His hairbrushes and canvas shoes had
been pulled out with barely a thought, but abandoning his greatcoat
had been a harder decision. However, he had kept his thick,
serge-lined leather jerkin, which would keep him warm and also
allowed him to have his arms free; he had always hated them to feel
restricted ever since he had begun shooting as a boy. Anyway, he
reckoned he could always find another greatcoat if necessary. He
filled the pack with a number of cartridges of Polar dynamite, a
round tin of safety fuse, half a dozen hand grenades, ten rounds of
Bren-gun tracer bullets, and as many clips of rifle rounds as would
fit.

'Leave your pack and rifle here for the moment,' he told
Hepworth now, 'and help me with these cans.'

'What are we doing with them, Sarge?' Hepworth asked, as he
pulled the large green canvas pack off his back.

'Just grab that fuel and do as I say, Hep. Come on, iggery.'

'Iggery, Sarge?'

'Yes, Private, iggery – it means get a bloody move on.'

They ran back to the yard. Tanner pulled out his seventeen-inch
sword bayonet and stabbed the top of the flimsy tins, while
Hepworth returned to the shed for the rest of the fuel. The
sergeant then poured the petrol liberally over the remaining stores.
When Hepworth returned, they finished their task. A dozen
Heinkels thundered overhead, no longer concerned with the station
but with the new front line. Small-arms fire from the Allied
lines two miles ahead could faintly be heard, followed by a dull ripple
of explosions. Suddenly there was a clatter and squeaking from
the buildings to the south of the station yard.

'Tanks,' said Tanner. 'Quick! To the shed.' They sprinted back,
Tanner putting on his jerkin, then heaving his respirator bag and
pack onto his shoulders. They were heavier than he'd imagined,
and he cursed to himself. Slinging his trusted Enfield on his back,
he said, 'Right, let's go. Follow me, Hep.'

As they ran round the front of the warehouse, the sound of tank
tracks grew louder. Then, from the side of a house, the front of a
German tank swung into view. The two men ran on, until Tanner
slid into a ditch by the far side of the yard.

'You'd better be quick, Sarge,' said Hep, his face taut with fear.

Tanner said nothing. Instead his shaking hands struggled to pull
out a single .303 tracer round and push it into the breach of his rifle.
German troops were now moving up round the sides of the tank,
half crouching in long, field-grey coats and their distinctive coal scuttle
helmets. So, face to face with Germans at last, he thought.

One of the enemy troops shouted and, with his rifle, pointed to
the stacks of boxes.

'Sarge!' hissed Hepworth.

'Wait, Hep, wait,' whispered Tanner. He watched as a dozen or
more German troops ran across the yard towards the stores. He
pressed the wooden stock of the rifle against his cheek, gripped the
wood surrounding the barrel with his left hand, and felt his finger
press against the metal trigger. Just over a hundred and fifty yards.
Closing one eye, he aimed at a box of gelignite he had doused
heavily with petrol and upended to make it stand out. Holding his
breath, he squeezed the trigger.

The flash of the tracer round streaked across the yard and struck
the wooden box. Immediately an explosion ripped the air, sheets of
flame burst out and engulfed the largest stack of stores, followed in
succession by a second, third and fourth explosion as the fireball
engulfed the yard. The first half-dozen Germans were caught in
the inferno, and Tanner saw three more catch fire amid screams of
shock and pain.

'Run!' shouted Tanner. 'Run, Hep!' Then the two were
scrambling to their feet, minds closed to what was going on behind
them, concentrating on sprinting northwards for all they were
worth, away from the yard and warehouse to safety.

Above the din of further explosions, the rattle and whizz of
bullets detonating, Tanner was aware of a cannon shell whooshing
past him only a few feet away and punching a hole through a
wooden building up ahead. A few seconds later, machine-gun bullets
fizzed over their heads. He and Hepworth dropped to the
ground a few yards short of the bridge over the Mesna river. Tanner
rolled over, unslung his rifle and pulled it into his shoulder. A little
over three hundred yards, he reckoned. He could see the black-jacketed
tank commander's head sticking out of the turret; he was
now firing the machine-gun towards them. Tanner pulled back the
bolt and fired. The man's head jerked backwards. When it righted
itself, half his face had gone and the machine-gun was silent. He
yelled at Hepworth to start running again. More soldiers were
crouching by the tank. Tanner pulled back the bolt again and, without
moving his face from the stock, hit a second man. Two. Pull
back the bolt, fire. Three. Again. Four. This time he only clipped a
soldier. Back came the bolt. Five. Six. Seven. Three rounds left.
That'll do.

He turned and ran, ten yards, twenty, thirty – over the bridge
and away from the inferno, away from the startled enemy. Ahead,
the road turned, still running parallel to the railway but, he knew,
out of sight of the yard. A bullet fizzed past his ear. He could see
Hepworth had already made it. Another bullet zipped by, and
another, and then he was safe, for a moment at any rate, out of sight
of the enemy.

Hepworth was up ahead, slowing now, and Tanner paused,
hands on his hips, leaning backwards, gasping for breath. Now that
he had momentarily stopped, he felt his pack cutting into his
shoulders. Bending double to relieve the weight, he grimaced, then
began running again, albeit more slowly. Behind him, vast clouds of
pitch-black smoke rolled into the sky.

Tanner drew level with Hepworth, who grinned. 'Some
explosion, that one, Sarge. I reckon there's a few Jerries there who
won't be bothering us no more.' He watched as Tanner pressed
another clip of bullets into his magazine. 'Shoot a few of the
buggers, did you, Sarge? Did you get that tank man?'

'Less of the chit-chat, Hep,' said Tanner. 'Let's concentrate on
catching up with the others and getting out of here in one piece.'

They were nearing the edge of the town. A few frightened
civilians were peering from their houses, but the streets were still
empty. He had hoped to come across a car, a motorbike or even
bicycles, but there had been nothing and no time in which to look
more thoroughly. The houses thinned and then they were in the
open, running along a cleared road, patchy snow at either side and
yellowed grass showing through. Of the rest of the platoon there
was no sign. How much of a head start had they had? he wondered.
Fifteen minutes? No wonder he couldn't see them.

'How much further, Sarge?' gasped Hepworth.

'A mile. Not much more.' Tanner could see the mass of the
Balberg strutting imperiously above them. German field guns continued
booming behind them. They could see the dark shells as
they hurtled across the sky and exploded among the Allied
positions, the sound of the detonation always arriving a moment
after the flash. 'Keep going, Hep,' urged Tanner. 'Soon be there.'

Then, behind them, they heard the sound of gears grinding and
the chugging drone of vehicles. Turning, they saw a column of trucks
emerging from Lillehammer some half a mile away. Tanner's heart
sank. Coming round a bend in the open road he could see at least half
a dozen, filled with troops, each pulling an anti-tank gun.

'What are we going to do now, Sarge?' said Hepworth. 'We'll
never be able to stop them.' Hepworth was a small lad, barely nineteen,
his face pale and his brows knotted in despair. Tanner eyed
him, then glanced around. The land was open, but about fifty yards
ahead, a short way back from the road, there was a farmhouse.

'Keep calm, Hep,' he said. 'First we're going to head to that
house where we can get a bit of cover.'

'And then what, Sarge?'

'If you asked a few less questions, Hep, I might be able to think
a bit more clearly,' Tanner snapped. He was trying to weigh up a
couple of options in his mind. 'Bloody hell,' he mumbled, as he
tried to catch his breath. 'What a mess.' No matter what he
decided, the reality was that he and Hepworth were now caught
between the new Allied lines and the vanguard of the German
attack. He had a good mind to floor Captain Webb if and when he
ever saw him again.
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