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For Kim,

the girl with a fan,

with my love.





We have built a house that is not for Time's throwing.

We have gained a peace unshaken by pain for ever.

War knows no power. Safe shall be my going,

Secretly armed against all death's endeavour;
  
Safe though all safety's lost; safe where men fall;

And if these poor limbs die, safest of all.

RUPERT BROOKE

'Safety', 1914





Author's Note

It was as long ago as the Sixties, when I was writing the book called H.M.S. Saracen, that my late father really began to talk of his own experiences at Gallipoli and on the Somme. As a boy I had sometimes listened to him speaking about them to his close friends, who had shared the same nightmare of trench warfare, but he never mentioned them directly to me.

The first half of H.M.S. Saracen, which I read to him during the course of its writing, dealt with the ill-fated Dardanelles campaign, and it was that which encouraged him to speak openly about the Great War. He had served as a major with the Royal Engineers, as well as the famous Gurkha Rifles, but it was in his first experience as a very junior subaltern that he was to feel the true and brutal impact of war. Little more than a boy, he found himself in complete command of the remnants of a battalion at Gallipoli, and later, on the Somme with the youth of Britain dying in countless thousands on every front, he endured things which never left him. In his own way he passed some of his experiences on to me, and for that I am grateful.






PART ONE

PER MARE

1915





One

The smart two-wheeled trap stopped on the brow of the last hill, the sturdy pony steaming in the bitter winter air, irritated no doubt, knowing that a warm stable was so close to hand.

The groom held the reins lightly and glanced at his passenger. 'Here, sir?'

'Just for a minute.' Captain Jonathan Blackwood removed his hand from the man's arm and thrust it back into his greatcoat pocket. For these few moments he needed to get a glimpse of the great estate: Hawks Hill, where he had been born and had grown up with his brothers. There was an icy haze above the red-brick walls by the gatehouse; like a sequence in a dream, he thought vaguely. The distance helped to remind him of what it had once been like, when as children they had played and explored the old house and its maze of cellars and attics. It had been built originally as a fortified Tudor farmhouse, but had been added to considerably over the years. There was still part of a moat to one side of the wall, now a home for geese and swans.

Jonathan looked down at his uniform, that of a captain in the Royal Marine Artillery. The badges and marks of rank were the only things that distinguished himself and other marines from a regiment of the line.

For this was mid-January, 1915. He felt his body stiffen as he saw a tree bare of leaves standing alone by the roadside. Another memory. Did anyone here in Hampshire, or anywhere else in the country, know or guess what was happening out there across the English Channel? The war, which had already raged for five months; the war that would, it was confidently predicted, be over by Christmas, which had already ground to a bloody stalemate of unbelievable and horrific proportions. It was certainly no nearer to finishing than when the might of the German armies had crushed the first resistance of the French and then their allies, British regular troops commanded by the legendary General Kitchener.

The groom watched him curiously. He had been working only a short while at Hawks Hill but had heard stories of the Blackwoods. All had served in the Royal Marines except the first in the family to own this house and estate: Major-General Samuel Blackwood, still spoken of by the locals as 'the last soldier', even though they knew little but rumour about him, as it had happened in the eighteenth century. All the Blackwoods had gone into the Corps after that, although even members of the family did not quite understand the reason.

This was not much of a job, he thought; but the food was plentiful and he was with horses, something he knew well. He smiled grimly. Anything was better than being over there where this officer in the creased greatcoat had been.

Blackwood did not even notice the scrutiny. He was still staring at the solitary tree, almost black in this light, and shining in the last flurry of January rain.

He had seen a forest like that, but every tree had been blasted by fire and explosives. Stripped of branches and life, cut through by mortar and howitzer until there had been nothing, except the endless patterns of trenches which now stretched right across Europe from the Channel to the Swiss border. How could they know what it was like? How could anyone?

He cleared his throat. 'All right, carry on, Marker. Let's go down.' He heard the man's intake of breath, doubtless surprised that this youthful-looking officer should have taken the trouble to discover his name.

Closer to, the neglect and decay were more evident. Sagging gates, rusty and unpainted for years, weeds sprouting in the curving drive. Jonathan Blackwood bit his lip. Had all the childhood memories been another dream? There was a feeling about the house now, as if it were brooding, waiting for him. Parts of the estate and small-holdings had been sold off to pay the debts of Hawks Hill's last lord and master, Major-General Harry Blackwood, whose extravagances, grand dinners and balls had been the talk of the county and further. He had long been master of the local hunt, and to preserve its standards and impress others, he had spent more money than he could properly afford.

The wheels came to rest below the imposing entrance. He thought of his cousin Ralf, who had also lived here after the death of his father. They were about the same age, although Ralf was in the Royal Marine Light Infantry, a 'red' marine as opposed to the blues of the artillery. But as one testy staff colonel had snapped, 'There are only khaki marines until this lot's over, so don't you forget it!'

His mind returned reluctantly to David, his oldest brother. How quickly life had all gone, from youths to men with only brief leaves in which to know and understand one another. His middle brother Neil had been killed by a Boer sniper in South Africa. David, like his father before him, had been awarded the Victoria Cross. Two in one family, everyone said. Now both were dead. Jonathan tried to contain the sudden twist of anguish. It had all shown such promise. David had met and married Sarah, who had been betrothed to Neil before his death. She had been a happy, lively girl, the perfect foil for David's seriousness, and those experiences of his which she could never share.

The old General had also had an eye for the ladies, and as he had aged, the need to impress them had never faltered. Jonathan did not know how it had come about. It was said that the old man had challenged Sarah to a race. She was a good horsewoman, but the mount must have been too strong for her, she had been thrown at a ditch and was dead when the doctor reached Hawks Hill.

David had been away with the Home Fleet. It had all been over and done with when he had reached here.

He had always been a grave, self-controlled man in the face of tragedy, but this final time he could not contain his anguish. He had gripped his younger brother's hand and had spoken one word. 'Why?' It still seemed to hang in the air over this place.

He climbed down and said to the groom, 'I'll need you tomorrow. Bright and early.'

The man nodded. 'Mr Swan has got everything done, sir.' When the captain did not reply he flicked the reins and the pony turned automatically towards the stable yard.

Jonathan thought of Swan, who had been David's Marine Officer's Attendant, and a whole lot more. Batman, servant, bodyguard, friend. He was now in his forties, still a Royal Marine, but only in his heart. Curiously enough, he had been the first to learn of David's death when the postman had brought the news from the village.

But perhaps it was only right that he had been the first, a man who had been closer than anyone to David in Africa and then in China during the savage Boxer Rebellion. Then back to the fleet again, until that last link in the chain of tragedy which had left its mark on this house and estate had recalled him. After Sarah's death David had been given extended leave to help his father, who had suffered a stroke which had left him as helpless as a child. He had died soon afterwards, and the doctor had confided that the General's heavy drinking had not helped.

Jonathan walked into the familiar hallway with its fine, curving staircase. He heard Swan's hurrying footsteps and braced himself for the meeting.

Swan had been left in charge of the house after David had fired the steward. Like the empty gatehouse, carelessness and neglect were a sign of the times.

'I'm sorry, but this house is not open to visitors yet!'

Jonathan started. He had been so immersed in his thoughts that he had failed to see the man in a neat suit who was sitting at a small dark desk onto which, in other days, the General had thrown the visiting cards of callers.

Swan came out and Jonathan was shocked by his appearance. He may only have been in his early forties, but he looked ten years older.

There was nothing feeble in his tone however. 'You calls the captain sir in this house!' He shot Jonathan a worried smile. 'He owns it.'

The official stammered, 'I – I'm very sorry.' He glared at Swan. 'Er – sir.' He tried again. 'I thought you would have known about the proposed conversion of the house and buildings into a convalescent home for officers.'

'I did know.' Jonathan glanced around. The paler patches where paintings and portraits had once hung. Proud faces, the smoking walls of gunfire in battles from Trafalgar to the Crimea. Each panorama had been careful not to show the true horror of war as he had seen it in France.

Swan said, 'We've prepared the other wing, sir. Just like Major David wanted it.' He waited for the government official to go and said doggedly, 'I should have been with him. How could it have happened?'

Jonathan walked into the other room and tossed a dust sheet away from his father's favourite chair. It was already getting dark and it was not even four o'clock, and the rain was falling again, tapping on the tall windows; the sound which had frightened him as a small child. Was that why he still hated a thunderstorm, he wondered. Once he had been here alone, and when the lightning had filled the place with livid flashes and the thunder rolled against the hillside like an artillery bombardment, it had been as if those very pictures had come to life, men fighting their battles in miniature. He forced it from his mind and concentrated on Swan's despairing question. How could it have happened? From the first day, upon his entering the Corps, the invincibility of the Royal Navy had been drummed into him as it was into every schoolboy in the country. The Royal Navy was the mightiest fleet in the world: it did indeed rule the waves, the sure shield every Briton accepted as his right. A source of pride, unchallenged since Nelson had fallen at Trafalgar.

But in times of peace when almost daily troopships had left Southampton and Liverpool unmolested to deal with trouble in obscure parts of the Empire, for 'a skirmish' as the General had often scornfully described such campaigns, the dangers of all-out war seemed unreal. The minds of planners and peacetime senior officers ashore and afloat refused to change, so that when war with Germany broke out they found they had been outstripped. Jonathan had been on a short staff course, and had been astounded by the complacency still rife in those first months. Throughout the fleet, gunnery officers were still chosen for flag rank; others were largely ignored. As for tactics, the torpedo and the possible use of aircraft as weapons were discounted and thought vaguely ridiculous.

He looked at Swan and replied, 'It was stupidity. There's no other answer.'

He could see it as if he had been there. Three of the navy's big twelve-thousand-ton cruisers, Aboukir, Cressey and Hogue, had been sailing near – too near – the Dutch coast without an escort. Only a month had passed since the declaration of war. On that calm September morning between seven and eight o'clock a German submarine had closed with the cruisers and had sunk all three, with a terrible loss of life. David had been in one of them.

Swan watched him, unwilling to break the stillness. He had never known this Blackwood very well. There was much of Major David about him although he was taller, slim and straight-backed, with unruly brown hair and level blue eyes which were now deeply troubled.

His features were tanned and somehow boyish, although Swan knew he must be at least thirty; still only a captain but promotion was slow in the Corps. Maybe he only looked young because he hadn't grown a moustache like so many Royal Marine officers. But there was fire too; Swan had been close to officers long enough to recognise it when that stupid official had challenged him.

'I'd like a drink, Swan.'

Swan grinned, his apple-red face lighting up for the first time. 'Course, sir. Got some good Scotch . . .'

'Then bring it, and I want you to join me.'

Swan frowned. 'Wouldn't be proper, sir. I knows me place.'

Jonathan leaned back in the chair and watched the light dying outside.

'But this is your place, Swan. And I want you to be here when I come back

The picture refused to form. Suppose I don't come back? The Royal Marines would soon be in the thick of it. He pressed his eyes tightly shut. The place in France where he had been completing his course with a Home Counties regiment had almost been overrun. They had counter-attacked, and he had seen them die, not in dozens as their colonel had predicted, but in hundreds. In the twinkling of an eye: men falling, being blown to pieces, blinded in the ruthless exchange of fire and bayonet. They gained a few yards but lost it when the Germans had thrown in another assault.

When he opened his eyes again he saw Swan with the decanter and two glasses. He smiled, and the shadows fell away. 'Good.'

Swan said, 'Cook's got something nice for your supper, sir.'

Jonathan reached for one of the old General's finely-cut goblets and saw that his hand was shaking. But the Scotch was superb, one of the General's prize malts.

He said, 'Here's to the Royals, eh?'

Swan watched him warily. 'It it going badly over there, sir?'

Jonathan held out his goblet again and stared at it. Was it empty already? Then he looked at the wall where one of the great pictures had been and said softly, 'It's not a war, Swan.' He held the refilled glass very tightly, and saw that his hand was steady. 'It's sheer bloody murder.'

Some time later, Swan picked up his own glass and tiptoed away as Jonathan's head fell against the chair.

He paused and looked back. With his face relaxed in sleep he was very like his brother, he decided.

Albeit for one night only, a Blackwood had come home.

Twenty miles south of Hawks Hill and the surrounding Hampshire countryside, the bustling naval port of Portsmouth seemed to cringe under a blustery wind. The broad harbour, usually so sheltered from all but the fiercest gales, was alive with cruising wavelets that broke into cat's paws against the sides of anchored and moored warships, while smaller craft were tossed about in clouds of spray. Every kind of ship was in evidence. Light cruisers, two elderly pre-Dreadnought battleships, and low-lying torpedo-boat destroyers, somehow sinister with their raked black hulls, seemed to fill every buoy and berth. Beyond them, poking above the dockyard jetties and walls, were the upper-works and fighting-tops of many more, being repaired, refitted, or constructed to prepare for rising losses at sea.

At the top of the harbour and shining in spray like the symbol she was, Nelson's old flagship Victory, painted now in Victorian black and white, was a reminder, if one was ever needed, that this was the home of the world's greatest navy.

But on this particular January morning the eyes of almost everyone from sodden boats' crews to idlers on the walls of Portsmouth Point or across the tossing water on the Gosport side, were turned to the largest ship ever to appear. H.M.S. Reliant, one of a new class of super battle-cruisers, seemed to rise contemptuously above them all. There were other battle-cruisers in the fleet; in fact they had been the only major warships to have been committed to action with the Germans off Heligoland Bight, when, in support of vessels of the Harwich Force, they had sunk three enemy cruisers in the first weeks of the war.

But Reliant was something quite new and entirely different from her predecessors, and mounted six fifteen-inch guns in three turrets, all of which could be trained on separate targets at the same time. She also carried a formidable armament of seventeen four-inch guns. But it was her size that awed the casual onlookers, while to those who served such ships her massive armament, thirty-two thousand tons and length of nearly eight hundred feet spoke of unprecedented strength. Big as she was, she retained the graceful lines of a light cruiser. She had two funnels, the forward one slightly taller than the other, so it seemed that this huge ship was leaning ahead, as if eager to go.

Her abbreviated trials had been completed just before Christmas, and now fully manned with a complement of twelve hundred and fifty officers and men, stored, ammunitioned, her bunkers topped up with oil, she was as ready as any untried ship could be.

Aft in his spacious day cabin the man who would control Reliant's progress in a war which had already spread beyond anything any of them had envisaged, Captain Auriol George Soutter, stood by a polished scuttle and stared out at some passing picket boats. In a comfortable green leather armchair the captain of the dockyard, with a coffee-cup at his elbow, regarded him curiously. They were friends of a sort. The Royal Navy was like a family and you usually ran into familiar faces along the way. He had been a cadet and then midshipman with Reliant's captain, but there was little else in common. Whereas he was comfortably round, as the result of too good a mess life over the years, Soutter was lean and straight-backed, young for his rank, younger still for the command he had been given. But his face, now in profile, had an old-fashioned look, and would not have been out of place with Drake or at Trafalgar. Eyes grey-blue like the North Sea, a tightness around the jaw which had developed on the precarious climb up the ladder. From twelve years old, to this. The other captain said, 'What d'you think, George? You've not had much time to get your people into shape. I know they're all hand-picked apart from the last intake, but it's a hell of a responsibility, especially . . .'

Soutter turned from the rain-dappled scuttle and smiled at him. 'Especially as after today, we are no longer a private ship – is that what you were about to say?' Like all those who knew him, his friend had used his middle name. He had always loathed being called Auriol, and had been made to suffer for it as a cadet.

The other shrugged his plump shoulders. 'Well, you know what they say.'

'No. Tell me.' Even his words were sparing, as if everything unnecessary had been honed away.

'He has just been appointed rear-admiral, and when he makes Reliant into his flagship, not too many hours from now . . .'

Soutter looked past him. 'One hour, fifty minutes to be exact.'

The ship's crest, hung between pictures of the King and Queen on the white bulkhead, was an upraised, double-edged sword surrounded by a victor's laurel leaves. Reliant's motto, Gedemus nunquam, stood out in bright gold below the naval crown despite the grey light. We will never give in. Rear-Admiral Theodore Keppel Purves would like that.

'Of course, I forgot. You served with him . . .'

Soutter's mouth relaxed slightly in a smile. Oh no. You didn 't forget. 'Under him. I was his gunnery officer in the Assurance. I doubt that he's changed much.'

The other captain waited, but that was all there was. Gossip had it that Soutter and Purves had never really got on, and there had been talk of a court-martial or something damned close. The lords of Admiralty obviously thought it did not count for anything now. Soutter had been given command of this, the largest man-of-war in the service, when many others had been praying for it. As for Purves, he was known to be ambitious – another Beatty, some said. If Beatty, who commanded the battle-cruiser squadron, got to hear about that, the tension would be between them.

A door opened and Drury, the chief steward, peered in at them. 'Beg pardon, sir, the commander's respects an' the dockyard launch is 'ere.' He vanished, his accent hanging in the air like a piece of London's East End.

The visiting captain reached for his cap and glanced at the fine cabinet which he knew contained Soutter's decanters. 'Best be off then.' He held out his hand. 'Bit of a mess, isn't it?'

Soutter watched him gravely, recalling the wild cheering, the strident beat of the Royal Marine band when ensign and Jack had been hoisted for the first time above his Reliant. There was not much cheering any more. 'Wish us luck.' Soutter returned his handshake firmly. 'We'll make them sit up when we join the fleet, or I shall know the reason!' He smiled, but it did not reach his eyes.

But it gave his friend confidence. He said, 'I'll do my best to speed repairs – get the ships turned round without delay.'

Soutter walked with him through the adjoining office and past the rigid Royal Marine sentry beyond the bulkhead.

He was thinking of the battleship Audacious, in which he had served for a brief period. In the first month of hostilities she had been sunk off the Irish coast, mine or torpedo nobody knew for certain. But a great ship like that, with far heavier armour plating than Reliant, gone in a moment. Only one thing was blatantly obvious: either way it had been a German submarine, even so far from base, which had fired or laid the fatal blow.

On deck, where a cold wind swept across the broad expanse of perfect pale planking, all was as it should be. The officer of the day in frock coat and sword; probably for the last time, Soutter thought grimly. Duty midshipmen, their cold hands in white gloves, the boatswain's mates with their silver calls, all waiting to see the captain of the dockyard over the side where his launch pitched up and down at the foot of the long, varnished accommodation ladder.

Soutter glanced past the streaming White Ensign at the quarterdeck rail and saw Victory almost lost in the approaching drizzle, like some phantom ship. He heard the marines snapping to attention, the slap of hands on rifles with fixed bayonets. His own hand went sharply to the peak of his cap as the calls shrilled out. Nelson would have approved, he thought.

Commander Thomas Coleridge waited for the launch to stand away, with the dockyard captain staring up at the battle-cruiser, before an onslaught of spray forced him to take cover in the cockpit.

Then he said, 'I've been right round the ship, sir.'

For a few seconds he and Soutter regarded each other like strangers. There had not been time enough to get to know one another much beyond the demands of duty and the need to pull a new ship into one company, if not yet a team. But as second-in-command Coleridge knew his responsibility, which was to keep his captain content and confident and to present the ship to him as a going concern.

'Good, but do it again before you pipe the guard and band.'

Coleridge said, 'I have some good heads of department, sir. We've been lucky. Later on it may not be so easy.'

The grey-blue eyes hardened. 'We shall worry about that later on.' He deliberately turned his back on the dockyard and the busy signal tower with its crazily gyrating semaphore and the flags that were darting up and down as if the signalling staff had gone berserk.

Rear-Admiral Theodore Keppel Purves would be up there now. It was exactly his style, watching his new flagship with the yeoman of signals' big telescope. Seeking flaws. Even as a captain Purves had never learned that all criticism and no praise did nothing to boost the morale of the lower deck. Soutter refrained from mentioning Purves's custom to the commander. He was already nervous enough.

Coleridge saw a lieutenant and some seamen trying to catch his eye and hurried away.

Soutter walked slowly along the perfectly tarred deck seams, oblivious to the drizzle across his back. He was seeing this ship, his ship, as others would. More powerfully armed even than the battleships. He tried to thrust away the picture of the Audacious falling onto her side after the explosion. Reliant had done thirty-one knots on trials, faster even than the light cruisers. Faster than anything. Oil-fired, too. Every soul aboard would appreciate that, with the memories of the misery of coaling ships fresh in their minds.

Yes, this was a proud moment. He stared up at the masthead where Purves's flag would soon be flying. The greatest moment of his eventful career. He halted and looked down at a passing paddle-wheeled tug, from which some of the crew were waving at the glistening battle-cruiser. If he had one regret, it was that over there on the shore there was nobody to care.

Captain Jonathan Blackwood stood by a window in the adjutant's office watching the familiar activity on the square of Eastney Barracks. The parade ground was still too wet from the recent rain to allow any dust, otherwise it would have formed a cloud above the platoons and squads of marines as they stamped and drilled their way through one exercise after another, from the new recruits, stiff and awkward even at this distance, to smaller groups who were being instructed in the mysteries of the machine-gun.

Jonathan still could not believe the speed of events since his brief visit to Hawks Hill. He had reported here, as ordered, to discover that he was being sent without delay to the new battle-cruiser Reliant lying in Portsmouth just down the road, although he was not, as far as he could understand, to join Reliant's Royal Marine detachment. He turned towards the other door as it swung open and the adjutant, looking even more harassed than usual, beckoned to him and murmured, The Colonel is ready to see you.'

Jonathan went in and closed the door behind him. 'Sir?'

Colonel St John Tarrier looked up from his littered desk. Take a pew, Jonathan. Good to have you back with us.'

He sat, and glanced at the ledgers, clips of signals and several large maps which covered the desk from side to side. He liked the colonel. A bluff, no-nonsense marine with steely eyes and a mustard-coloured moustache, Tarrier was one of the old school who had seen action just about everywhere that the Union Jack flew.

'Not back for long, it seems. Colonel—'

The colonel did not seem to hear. 'Read your report from France. Sobering. Very. Can't have a stalemate for ever. Young officers and N.C.O.'s should be training now to take over the new army, not be thrown into useless trenches and slaughtered. We need leaders, not old duffers like me.'

He seemed to recall Jonathan's comment and snapped, 'Everything's moving fast. See that company drilling out there? Most of 'em as green as grass. It'll take more than the Corps tradition to train them in a hurry. They're R.M.L.I., came over from Forton barracks a week or so back. I've been ordered to send the whole company aboard the Reliant in two days' time.'

The mystery of his own situation was no clearer. 'I'll bet her captain will enjoy that.'

The colonel gave a brief grin. 'He'll be hearing about it for the first time around now from Rear-Admiral Purves. He's hoisted his flag in Reliant.'  He dragged out a much-marked map of the Eastern Mediterranean. 'B Company is being sent to Port Said to reinforce the other Royal Marines already there.' His finger moved away from the Suez Canal and halted at the Turkish coastline, to the narrow approach and entrance of the Dardanelles. 'I expect you've heard the story, or most of it. The Turks have already made a few thrusts towards Suez, so a major operation is the obvious solution.' His finger tapped the Black Sea beyond the Dardanelles. 'If we can destroy the Turkish forts here and get our ships into the Black Sea, the fleet can bombard Constantinople and knock the stuffing out of 'em. Then, but only then, we can offer support to our Russian ally from that flank, give them heart when they need it most. The Kaiser's army is making mincemeat out of the Tsar's troops. It has to be done. If Germany forces Russia into some kind of armistice, the Kaiser will bring even more men into play on the Western Front and we don't want that until we've made some progress.'

In his mind Jonathan could see the explosions, the huge columns of earth and burned trees being blasted into the sky. Men running and falling, soundless as in a nightmare. Any progress there would be something, he thought, but he said nothing. As a very senior colonel who had been recalled from retirement to command here, Tarrier would not need much telling. It was said that casualty lists were to be posted throughout the country, instead of relying merely on those dreaded telegrams. The War Office regrets to inform you that your son, or your brother, or your father . . . What would people think about the war then? It was not a matter of a few hundred, even a few thousand. Jonathan had heard it from officers he had met in France, reinforcements dragging their boots to the front line. In one attack, they had lost twenty thousand men in three hours. Unless you had been there it was impossible to imagine.

'And me, sir?'

The colonel scowled as he heard voices in the outer office. More visitors. Requests, questions, apologies. It never stopped.

'I want you to draw your gear and tropical helmet and report back to me.' He hesitated, making a decision about the officer facing him across his paperwork war. 'There'll be a lieutenant-colonel in overall charge once you reach Port Said. He'll be sailing with you.' He glanced at the wall clock. 'Be on board now if I know Jack Waring. The marines will have to work as a team, all day, every day while on passage through the Med. Once the pressure is removed from Suez, new orders will likely be despatched. Some men will be posted to the ships already there, others—' He shrugged. 'Who knows? In this damned war you can't plan for tomorrow, never mind a few months from now. I'll make sure your majority comes through.' His eyes crinkled. 'I don't want you to be out-gunned by the R.M.L.I., do I?'

He walked with him to the door. 'You've got the experience, and the men will look to you. Two V.C.'s in one family – well, dash it, man, who wouldn't? Reliant will probably be joining the squadron out there. It might be all over by the time she drops anchor. I can't see Johnny Turk standing up to a battering from all those broadsides.' But he did not sound confident.

'One thing, Jonathan.' The colonel rested a beefy hand on his shoulder. 'I am sending a subaltern with you. Bit young – too young, his mother would say . . .' He added harshly, 'My son as a matter of fact. No favours. But keep an eye on him, eh?'

He roared, 'Stop whispering out there, and come in if you must!' But it was too late. Just for those few moments St John Tarrier had shown himself as an ordinary man, who could still care and worry like any other parent.

Jonathan found himself outside in the damp air beside the busy, marching figures. Would this place ever be the same again, he wondered. The contests, the lively garden parties, with the ladies in summer gowns and the girls looking bold-eyed at the young officers in their smart uniforms. Would anything be the same, come to that?

'Squad, 'alt!' A sergeant stepped out smartly and saluted him.

'Yes?'

The sergeant swallowed hard. `'Eard you was 'ere, sir. Cap'n Blackwood, right, sir?'

Jonathan waited as the man composed what he was going to say.

'I'm Sarn't Fox, sir. My brother was sergeant-major with your . . . er, Cap'n David. We was all sorry to 'ear about him goin' down in that cruiser.'

Jonathan nodded, unable to speak. He should have been prepared. The Corps was a family, and many of the marines, like their officers, came from generations of sea-soldiers. He recalled starkly how this sergeant's brother had commiserated with David when Neil had been shot dead in South Africa. The family.

'Thank you.' He knew that the waiting squad of marines were staring with curious disbelief as captain and sergeant shook hands.

Then they saluted one another and as Jonathan walked away he heard the sergeant shout, 'Now once again! When I says "fix", you don't fix! But when I says "bayonets" you whips it out an' you whops it on, see?'

'Ah, there you are, sir!' Jonathan's Marine Officer's Attendant, Harry Payne, who had once presented himself to a recruiting party in Winchester, fell into step beside him. They had been together for three years and the arrangement worked well. Payne was a chirpy, sharp-witted marine who could do most things from polishing boots to reloading Jonathan's revolver faster than any man he had known. He thought suddenly of poor Swan at Hawks Hill, soon to be surrounded by the medical staff, the wounded, and the reminders of what he had lost.

'There's some packing to be done. We're joining the Reliant.'

'All done,' Payne replied cheerfully. 'Got your sun-helmet too. Must be going to the Arctic, I thought – you know what the quartermaster's department is like!'

Payne glanced contemptuously at the marching figures, back and forth across the square, while here and there small pillars of authority, the N.C.O.'s, stood and bawled out their commands.

'Good to be back, eh, sir?'

Jonathan stared down at him. Payne was quite short for a marine. 'Is it?' Then he said, as if in response to a whispered word, 'Yes, I suppose it is.'

It came as a surprise. After what he had seen in France perhaps he had believed he would be too sickened to overcome it.

But as he had heard David say: It is what I am. What I do.

'After all, sir,' Payne reflected, 'you an' me'll be sort of passengers.'

Jonathan smiled and saluted the sentry by the gates.

Payne had never served in a flagship before. It would certainly not be a pleasure cruise.

Payne glanced at him quickly. That was a bit more like it. He had seen that stupid sod Sergeant Fox stop the captain to speak with him and could guess what he said. He had already had more to put up with than most. New start, that was what he needed now. And a bloody great battle-cruiser should be safe enough.
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