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THE LAST BATTLE!


‘And he is dead who will not fight,


and who dies fighting has increase.’


Julian Grenfell, ‘Into Battle’ 1916





‘Rather dead than Red.’


Popular German Saying, 1945







‘Oh, left-wing thinkers and intellectuals,


students of the avant-garde. When you hear 


the barked command “Hands behind your backs”


and begin the march towards the archipelago,


only then will you begin to understand.’


Solzhenitsyn, ‘Gulag Archipelago’ 1973



SECTION ONE: 


SS REGIMENT EUROPA



ONE


‘Cavalry!’


Sergeant-Major Schulze, in charge of the little convoy of SS men, the survivors of SS Regiment Wotan, did not open his eyes.


The Corporal licked his lips anxiously and looked again at the dark shapes on horseback moving across the snow-capped height, parallel with the Hungarian road. ‘Schulze,’ he shook the big NCO’s shoulder, ‘there’s somebody up there, watching us! Looks like the Ivans to me.’


‘Christ!’ Schulze groaned. ‘Can’t even sleep in this bloody army!’ He sat up and stared at the black flecks about half a kilometre away. They had to be Russians. The 4th SS Panzer Corps which was defending this part of the Hungarian front was desperately short of men: that is why they, the pathetic handful of survivors from the ill-fated Ardennes Offensive, were being rushed to the East.


Schulze glanced at the two halftracks rattling along behind him at regulation convoy distance, their decks covered with camouflage nets against air attack. Below them the exhausted SS men, who had been travelling three days now, would be asleep like the men snoring all around him. ‘What do you think?’ the Corporal, who was the airlookout, asked anxiously.


‘Shut up!’ Schulze said brutally. ‘I’m thinking where the Ivans are going to hit us.’ Schulze made up his mind. He stood up and whistled shrilly. The driver of the second halftrack heard the whistle. His head spun in Schulze’s direction.


Carefully, Schulze placed his hand on the top of his helmet, fingers outstretched. It was the infantry signal for ‘rally on me’. The driver understood at once. He accelerated. Behind him the other driver did the same. Schulze crawled over the sleeping men, kicking each one in turn and shouting: ‘Don’t grow corns on yer asses! …Move yourselves!’


Everywhere the exhausted men began to sit up, grumbling and cursing and reaching automatically for their weapons. They were veterans. They knew Schulze would only wake them if there were trouble.


Schulze balanced himself precariously on the swaying back of the halftrack. The second vehicle was about a metre and a half behind but he dare not stop the convoy to transmit his orders, just in case there were other Russians waiting for them in the firs on either side of the little road. He took a deep breath and launched himself into the air. 


His big feet crashed onto the halftrack’s blunt snout. His hands clutched desperately and next instant he was dragging himself over the metal windshield into the cab. He banged the butt of his Schmeisser machine pistol hard against the metal side of the cab. ‘Shake those little sleepy heads of yours awake,’ he yelled, ‘while you’ve still got some to shake.’


The worn, unshaven men of the second halftrack came to life. 


‘Now listen,’ Schulze said. ‘We’ve got visitors up there,’ he jerked a big dirty thumb at the skyline, ‘Popovs! Right, stand by the lot of you and when they hit us – which they will – I want you lot to show off like ten naked niggers. Remember you lot are Wotan.’


They grinned back. Nothing ever seemed to shake SS Hauptscharführer Schulze!





The village was typically Hungarian – a collection of shabby white-painted cottages with straw roofs, now heavy with snow surrounded by little tumbledown picket fences. But there was something strange about this one. No smoke was coming from the cottages, yet a herd of sheep, shivering and trembling in the cold, stood grouped by the roadside. Schulze glanced at the skyline. The cavalry had disappeared. 


He acted at once. ‘All right,’ he bellowed above the clatter of the halftracks, ‘I think this is where the Ivans have decided to welcome us to the Eastern Front!’


The SS troopers in their camouflaged, green mottled overalls needed no urging. Hurriedly they positioned themselves behind the vehicle’s metal sides, weapons at the ready. Schulze nodded at the driver. He put his foot down on the accelerator and the halftrack shot forward, throwing up clouds of snow on both sides like the wake of a fast ship. 


Schulze fired a burst over the driver’s head. The sheep, jostling and bumping into each other crazily, fled down the road into the daisy chain of mines which had been spread across it in anticipation of this moment. The first mine exploded with a thick impressive crump. Angry scarlet flame shot upwards, sending animals hurtling through the air. The halftracks sped along the smoking road, and started to take the first wild bursts of enemy slugs on their armour.


The Russians were everywhere but the ease with which the SS carriers had passed the little mine barrier surprised them. Their fire was wild and erratic. Schulze gave them no chance to recover. With his men firing from behind the cover of their vehicles, the enemy bullets whining off them harmlessly, he led them through the ambush at a hellish speed. A satchel charge hurtled through the air. The driver swerved just in time. It exploded in the middle of the road, sending the ten ton carrier swaying back and forth like a ship at sea. Schulze poured an angry burst of nine mm slugs into the cottage from which the grenades had been thrown. A man fell out of the window, his face gone, hands fanning the air crazily. 


They were nearly out now. Schulze glanced behind him. The other two halftracks had made it too, both their windscreens cracked into glass spiderwebs. He breathed a sigh of relief. ‘We’re nearly out of this shit –’ he began.


He never finished his sentence. It was then that the Russian cavalry hit them, streaming out of a side track between the last of the cottages, knouts lashing the sweat-lathered bodies of their horses, curved swords whirling in silver flashes, strange cries torn from their gaping mouths. 


‘Kusacken’1 someone yelled in fear.


Schulze knew why. The Cossacks took prisoners, but only for long enough to plunder them of their possessions and practice primitive barbarities on them before finishing them off. ‘All right, keep cool. They’ve not got as far as sawing off yer balls with those penknives yet.’


Swiftly he switched the machine pistol to single shots and fired at the first rider with the silver insignia of a Cossack captain. The man flew over the streaming mane of his black horse, the silver curve of his sword sailing high into the air.


The rest of the troopers in the halftrack followed his example and the morning air was full of yells, curses, screams, cries of agony. But still they came on. The first of the Cossacks drew parallel with the halftracks. Schulze flicked to automatic and fired a wild burst. The leading Cossack’s horse was hit. Red flowers of blood erupted suddenly the whole length of it flank. The stallion reared high into the air, its hooves flailing wildly in an ecstasy of agony.


Just as the stallion went down, the rider launched himself into the air. His dirty paws sought and found a grip on the halftrack and with a grunt he hauled himself over the side and on to the deck. His knife flashed in the weak yellow winter sun, and then plunged deep into the driver’s back. Schulze reacted in a flash and crashed the butt of his Schmeisser, cruelly into the back of the Cossack’s skull, crushing it like a soft-boiled egg. A moment later the halftrack slammed hard against a great oak to the left of the road and came to an abrupt halt.


Behind them, the two other halftracks were forced to brake, skidding wildly on the slick snow surface, as their drivers tried desperately to avoid crashing into the lead vehicle, sprawled crazily halfway across the road.


‘Urrah!’ a great cry burst from the Cossacks’ throats as they urged their horses forward their manes streaming wildly behind them.


The leaders did not even rein in as they came level, but dropped straight from the saddles on to the halftracks. Instantly the decks of the German vehicles were transformed into a wild, cursing, swaying mass of men, fighting for naked survival.


A huge bearded Cossack, his broad dark face pitted with pockmarks, grabbed for Schulze’s testicles in the middle of the mêlée. Schulze did not give him a chance. He crashed his elbow into the man’s mouth. The Cossack went back, spitting out broken yellow teeth. Tumbling backwards, Schulze smashed the steel-plated heel of his jackboot into the Cossack’s face, crying, ‘Try my dice-beaker on for size, Popov!’


Arms suddenly grabbed him around his neck. He squirmed his head round. A handsome young boy was glaring down at him, his dark eyes gleaming with hate and determination. Schulze thrust his two fingers upwards. They lodged inside the boy’s nostrils. Schulze crooked them and tugged hard in one swift movement. The Cossack screamed hysterically in sheer, absolute agony. Hot blood streamed down Schulze’s wrist as the boy’s nose burst and he fainted across Schulze’s body.


The morning air was suddenly heavy with the rattle of tank tracks and the tremendous crack of an 88mm cannon. The shell passed over their heads and crashed in the village beyond. All at once the Cossacks were running for their lives as the first Royal Tiger, all seventy-two tons of it, came to a halt next to the leading halftrack and began sawing the air with its twin machine guns.


‘Holy shit!’ Schulze breathed out hard and wiped the sweat from his dripping brow with a hand that trembled visibly. ‘I thought they’d sabred my balls off that time...’


Note


1.  Cossacks.



TWO


Their rescuers kicked and shoved the Cossack prisoners on to their knees in the snow in a long line, their backs to the Royal Tigers. A tall emaciated officer in the uniform of an Obersturmbannführer limped towards the first of the prisoners, pistol already in hand. The left eye of his skinny, hawklike face was covered with a patch and his left sleeve was empty, tucked into the side of his gleaming black belt. From the way he limped, Schulze guessed most of his left leg was missing too.


Carefully the Obersturmbannführer placed the muzzle of his pistol behind the right ear of the first prisoner. The Cossack tensed expectantly, but did not cry out. The officer’s face tightened. He pressed the trigger. The pistol jerked upwards and the back of the prisoner’s head disappeared in a sudden gush of bright red blood.


The officer’s face was expressionless. Turning for a moment, he cried to the awestricken young soldiers with the Europa armband: ‘Another Russian pig less!’


He stepped over the body and placing his pistol against the base of the next man’s skull, pressed the trigger.


‘Who the hell is he?’ Schulze asked the two young troopers of the rescue force standing next to him.


‘Niet verstan,’ the one said. ‘Comprends pas,’ said the other. Schulze groaned to himself, knowing instinctively that he had landed himself in yet another hole.


‘Who is the senior non-commissioned officer?’ rasped the hawkface Obersturmbannführer. Behind him two of his men were draping the black and white Europa armbands across each of the dead Cossacks – ‘so the pigs will know who did it when they come to collect their carrion.’


‘Sergeant-major Schulze, Obersturmbannführer! he bellowed, knowing that he could not pull any of his old Wotan stuff with this man.


‘Report, Sarnt-Major?’


‘Report respectfully, survivors of SS Panzer Regiment Wotan, thirty effectives, eighteen wounded, Obersturmbannführer!’


The skinny officer took in Schulze’s impressive bulk – the Silver Wound Medal, Tank-Assault Badge in Gilt, the German Cross in Gold, the Knight’s Cross of the Iron Cross at his throat – and seemed pleased with what he saw.


‘My name is Habicht,’ the officer said. ‘I welcome you and your men to Viking1 and, in particular, to SS Regiment Europa. We have need of experienced men like yours, especially NCOs.’


Schulze ventured a question. ‘But are your men German, sir?’


‘Only a few of them – and they are Ethnic Germans. The rest are from half a dozen European countries. All volunteers, fighting for the cause of Europe against the Red plague. His solitary eye gleamed with sudden fanaticism. ‘And we shall triumph. Final victory will still be ours, come what may… All right, tell your men to mount. We must get out of this damned partisan country before the Bolshevik swine return.’


Schulze stood in silent amazement. Were there still officers, even in the Armed SS who believed in final victory? Everybody knew that Germany was beaten. The sparrows were singing it off the roofs, if there were any roofs left, that was. Slowly Sergeant-Major Schulze stamped across the scuffed, blood-stained snow, telling himself glumly that the survivors of Wotan were in the shit again, right up to their necks in it.





As the three halftracks, led by the troop of Royal Tigers, swung into the main street of the little Hungarian town of Komarom, Schulze could see that his guess was correct. On both sides of the main street there were piles of ammunition boxes and jerricans full of petrol, ready for immediate use. In an alley there was a line of armoured halftracks, their sides painted with a big red cross. Hiwis2 mostly yellow-faced, slant-eyed Turcomen and Siberians, were everywhere, stacking fresh crates of food. It was clear that a new offensive was about to begin and Europa would undoubtedly be part of it.


Schulze, satisfied everything was under control, walked wearily to the tumbledown wooden hut that the guide had said was his, and thrust open the door, ready to fling himself on his bunk and sleep.


But the hut was already occupied. A yellow-faced Hiwi was sitting there, a bland smile on his lips, a thin black moustache reaching down below his double chin, happily running a lighted match along the seam of his shirt to kill the lice.


‘What the hell is this?’ Schulze bellowed. ‘Am I in a Jewish whorehouse or something?’


The Hiwi smiled happily at him and blew out his match. ‘You want whorehouse, Sergeant-Major? Not Yiddie. But Hungarian girls make fucki-fucki very good.’ He made his meaning quite clear with an obscene gesture of his thumb and fingers. The Hiwi got to his feet and began putting on his tunic. ‘I Chink. All German soldiers call me Chink. I driver – your servant, Sergeant-Major.’


He completed putting on his tunic and Schulze gasped. It bore the Europa armnband. He moaned and clapped a hand to his forehead. ‘A bloody Chink in SS uniform; What would the Führer say!’ Schulze slumped into the only available chair. ‘All right, you slant-eyed Siberian shit. There’s a tin of fifty cigarettes in my pack. Take it. Get me a woman, a bottle of firewater and a packet of Parisians3 extra strong. I hear all these Hungarian whores are poxed-up to the eyes. And then trot back here with them – double-time.’


‘Chink, he back in double time,’ he cried and went out, clutching the tin to his fat chest, as if it were the Holy Grail itself.





‘Oh, my aching back!’ Schulze gasped in wonder as Chink proudly escorted the whore through the door, a bottle of schnaps in one hand. The red-haired Hungarian girl seemed to have been sewn into her short, tight skirt. It revealed the soft rounded curve of her buttocks and her crotch, as if she were naked. Her frilly embroidered peasant blouse was little better. She had pulled it so tight that her large, well-nippled breasts seemed about to burst through the semi-transparent material. Schulze rose to his feet, big paws stretched out eagerly. The girl giggled hysterically, revealing a mouthful of gold teeth, as Schulze hands sought and found her breasts, which were as big and as firm as fresh melons.


The Chink beamed his approval and put the bottle on the rickety wooden bed. ‘Watch bed, Sergeant-Major. He not much good for fucki-fucki.’


But Sergeant-Major Schulze was not fated to enjoy the Hungarian whore’s ample charms that particular afternoon. Abruptly a shadow darkened the entrance to the little hut and Obersturmbannführer Habicht was standing there, his hawk-like thin face wrinkled in disdain at what he saw within.


‘Enough!’ Habicht cried. ‘Get rid of the whore. I want to speak to you.’


Schulze shrugged eloquently at Chink. ‘You, take the Hungarian lady back where you found her. She’ll have to come back later to do my washing and sewing!’


The Hungarian whore looked from him to Schulze, then shook her head as if in complete bewilderment. As she went out, Schulze savoured the wonderful mechanical action of the girl’s buttocks, as she wriggled down the little street. Then sadly he began to pull on his ‘dice-beakers,’ while Obersturmbannführer Habicht tapped his pistol holster with his fingers impatiently, as if time were running out very fast.


Notes


1.  The 5th SS Panzer Division, to which the Europa belonged.


2.  Former Russian POWs in German hands who had volunteered for auxiliary service in the German Army. By 1945 there were 600,000 of them.


3.  Slang word for contraceptives.



THREE


Together the Regimental Commander and big Sergeant-Major walked down the lines of the Europa, speaking little but noting the busy activity on all sides with professional eyes. The men were mostly in their teens, poorly trained and probably unable speak anything but their native languages.


For a while they paused at the outskirts of the little town and watched a group of smooth-faced, teenaged lieutenants uder the command of an older captain, whose left arm was in a sling, practising an infantry attack. But they obviously did not know the first thing about how to use the cover of the Royal Tiger which was leading the feigned attack. Their ‘grape’1 was too far behind the tank – probably they were too scared to get close enough to its roaring tracks.


In the end Habicht barked: ‘Captain, punishment drill for your group. They are very idle and slack!’


The captain did not hesitate. ‘Hinlegen!’ he bellowed.


As one the young officers flopped face downwards into the thick grey mud churned up by the tank’s tracks.


‘Aufstehen!’


They sprang to their feet again, their uniforms grey and soaked with mud.


‘Hinlegen!’ the captain barked again and they fell to the ground once more like a series of wooden puppets.


‘Straight from Bad Tolz cadet school,’ Habicht commented. ‘Seventeen year olds, the lot of ’em. Four months ago, they were still rubbing the seats of their trousers shiny in high school.’


‘Sir.’ Schulze said, but nothing more. He was wondering why he had been picked out for this guided tour of SS Regiment Europa’s weaknesses and deficiencies.


Habicht seemed to be able to read his mind. He suddenly said, ‘Probably you are wondering why I am showing you all this, Schulze?’


‘Sir.’


‘I shall tell you. The great days are long past when we of the Armed SS got the cream of the Fatherland’s new recruits. Not a man under one metre eighty, not even accepted if he had a single filling in his teeth. The barrel is about scraped clean. But there is no purpose in complaining about it. We must do what we have to do with what we have – those raw young officers and my Europeans. What they lack in experience and training, they make up for in fervour and their belief in the Folk, Fatherland, and Führer.’


‘But that won’t stop the Popovs’ bullets, sir,’ Schulze said.


The light died in Habicht’s eye. ‘Agreed,’ he said as coldly as before. ‘That is why I requested Reichführer SS Himmler personally to let me have a cadre of experienced SS NCOs for my regiment. You and your comrades of the Wotan form that cadre.’


In silence the two men walked to the shabby one-time synagogue which now served as the Europa’s HQ At the door Habicht crooked his linger at one of the two sentries, armed with machine-pistols, and barked, ‘Sturmmann, to my office, guard the door until I have finished my talk with Sergeant-Major Schulze.’


Carefully Habicht locked the door behind a mystified Schulze and pulled the blackout shutters closed before putting on the light, a single fly-blown electric bulb without a shade.


‘Schulze,’ Habicht began slowly, ‘I’m going to tell you some thing which so far I have only told to my senior officers. I’m going to have to rely heavily on you and your Wotan men in what is to come. You have seen the standard of training of my young officers. I’m going to attach two of your veterans to each one of them. They will give him the experienced support he will need. You must give them the necessary motivation. The situation here in Hungary is very grim. Last November, as soon as the mass of the Hungarian Army began surrendering to the Reds, our whole front was forced back to the Danube and the Fatherland threatened anew. Our war economy depends on the Hungarian bauxite and one third of the crude oil we use in the refining industry to make the Luftwaffe’s aviation spirit comes from this country. As a result we tried to hold on to Budapest and stop the Reds driving any further into Hungary.


‘But while our forces were occupied with the task of keeping Malinovsky’s Army out of Budapest, that damned cunning Tolbuchin moved up from Belgrade and crossed the Danube near its confluence with the Drava. We had not expected the Reds to cross there but they did and driving rapidly north-west to Lake Balaton, they upset the whole German front in Hungary. By Chrisimas Eve, the two Armies completed the encirclement of Budapest, cutting off 150,000 of our troops, including comrades of ours of the 8th and 22nd SS Cavalry Divisions.’


Habicht strode over to the big wall map. ‘Remember now, Schulze, what I am telling you now is absolutely secret. It will cost you your head if you breathe a word of it to anyone.’ Habicht drew himself up proudly. ‘Schulze, the German Army in Hungary is going over to the offensive again. The rot has stopped. There will be no more retreats. Soon we march again!’




‘General Balck of the 6th Army has decided that with the support of his infantry divisions, we of the Viking and our comrades of the SS Death’s Head Division will break out without any preliminary artillery or air support from the north – here.’ He tapped the map.

[image: images]


MAP 1: The situation in Hungary, 1st January, 1945


‘But that’s mountain country, sir,’ Schulze objected. ‘Difficult for tanks and armoured vehicles.’


Habicht beamed at him. ‘Exactly! That is why General Balck picked the area for the 4th SS Panzer Corps. The Reds will never expect us to attack through the mountains, especially in winter. It will be the task of the Viking to roll through the Vértes Mountains and take as its initial objective Bickse, which should place the whole southern Hungarian road network in our hands, a network that is particularly important to German High Command.


‘That is where Europa comes in. You see General Balck has honoured the Regiment with a special task. Viking will have as its initial object Bickse. On our left flank, Death’s Head will have as its object Zsambek. Both will use the only road network through the mountains to reach those objectives. Accordingly once the Reds tumble to what is going on, they will attempt to block those road networks.


But there is one road through the Vértes Mountains which our Intelligence is sure that they do not know about. And even if they did, they would hardly imagine we would attempt to use it in the depths of winter because it is one thousand metres or more above sea-level, running here,’ he tapped the map, ‘between the twin objectives. Our object then is to slip in and through the Red lines without their spotting us, until we reach the road network beyond.’


‘And then, sir?’


‘Then, Schulze, we shall race towards Budapest at the head of the SS Panzer Corps.’ His hawklike face gleamed with sudden, almost crazy fanaticism. ‘Imagine it, Schulze. We will be a symbol of hope and renewed courage for the Fatherland – a symbol for the whole Western World. A regiment of European volunteers sacrificing their blood to save one of Europe’s oldest cities from the Bolshevik horde. The Western World will acclaim our success. We start in two days’ time. At twenty-two hundred hours on the first of January, 1945.’


‘Happy shitting New Year,’ Schulze thought with a helpless sinking feeling.


Note


1.  An attack formation used in conjunction with a tank.



FOUR


‘As the New Year begins, my dear Folk Comrades, I should like to thank all of you, men, women and the children of the Hitler Youth for what you have suffered, tolerated, done, achieved. Don’t despair! I want you to continue fighting with the utmost fanaticism in this moment of crisis for our nation...’


Sergeant-Major Schulze let the words of the Führer’s New Year message to the nation drone on. ‘The Hawk’1 had insisted that everyone in the Regiment should listen despite the fact that most of the European troops could not understand a word of it.


Moodily Schulze lounged in the lice-infested straw next to Chink and surveyed the young soldiers of his new company, dressed in full battle-kit minus their helmets. The men were pale and tense. They smoked a lot and went often to the evil-smelling thunderboxes at the end of the long barn to urinate. They were scared; after all they were going into action for the first time.


Outside it had been snowing heavily all day long. Schulze could imagine what the roads up in the mountains were going to be like.


‘I devote every hour to building up the will to resist of my armies, introducing new weapons, forming new divisions. And I assure you, Folk Comrades, our enemies will soon learn that I have not been sleeping...’


‘You shouldn’t have bothered to wake up, bastard,’ Schulze mumbled under his breath.


‘I cannot close this message without thanking the Lord God on high for the aid he has always given to me and my Folk, which has made us stronger than our enemies...’


‘Bloody hypocrite!’ Schulze snorted and pushed aside the black-out curtain.


Half an hour later, Obersturmbannführer Habicht stamped through the snow to where Schulze and the Chink were working their way down the long line of waiting vehicles, checking tracks and suspension. In spite of the weather, he was beaming ‘You heard the Führer’s speech?’


‘Sir.’


‘Wasn’t it magnificent?’


‘Sir!’ Both of them replied woodenly again.


The Hawk smiled fanatically. ‘It would be an honour to die for a man like that.’


Inwardly Schulze groaned, and said: ‘We have checked the vehicles’ tracks. They’re too tight for deep snow. Once we get up there in the mountains –’


The Hawk waved aside his objection. He was in a tremendous mood, almost as if he had been drinking. ‘A mere bagatelle, my dear Schulze. We shall get through. Now order of march. I shall give myself the honour of leading in the command halftrack. You will follow in the VW jeep, leading the rest of the halftracks with the grenadiers. Convoy distance between my vehicle and yours will be two hundred metres. Understood?’


Schulze gave a little sigh of relief. At least he was not going to be at point. If the Hawk bought it, he’d be two hundred metres away; that would give him and the Chink a chance of making dust. ‘Sir.’


‘We’ll be in constant radio communication, of course. Therefore if I run into trouble – which I don’t anticipate – you will bring up the grenadiers. The Royal Tigers will bring up the rear. I don’t want one of those monsters getting into trouble in the snow and blocking the road. When we are through and down on the plain again on the other side, they can then take the lead.’


‘If,’ Schulz thought grimly.


‘All right, Schulze. We have the cover of darkness now almost. It will take us three hours to get to the start line. I suggest you call out the men and mount up.’ Suddenly he shot out his one hand and said with surprising formality. ‘Hals und Bienbruch, Schulzel.’2


Schulze took it uneasily. The hand was hot with suppressed fervour. ‘Hals und Beinbruch, Obersturmbannführer.’





It was too late now to be afraid. Standing on his command halftrack, head ducked inside his camouflaged hood against the icy wind that blew across the limitless field of snow, Habicht looked at the green glowing dial of his watch. It was almost time to go. The feeling of heady excitement had been replaced by one of controlled happiness, like that of a child who knows he was soon going to receive a present.


Germany was returning to the offensive again. Month after month, the Fatherland had suffered defeat after defeat. Russia, Poland, Rumania, Bulgaria, now Hungary – it seemed that nothing had been able to stop the Red Army. For every battalion the hard-pressed German forces had destroyed, a regiment had appeared; for every tank troop wiped out, a squadron; for every plane, a flight. The Reds seemed to possess an inexhaustible supply of men and material.


Yet Habicht knew they could be beaten. Now it was no longer Germany on the march, fighting for some selfish imperialistic gain; it was Europe, striving to stop for good the Red tide which would swamp and drown it, if nothing were done soon.


SS Regiment Europa would only be the start. Once Budapest was theirs, their success would bring thousands, hundreds of thousands of eager young men from all over Europe flocking to the silver banner of the SS. By then he might well be dead. But what did his sacrifice matter if the success of his Regiment meant that Young Europe would spring to the Germanic Cause, and put an end to the Reds.


His fingers trembling with excitement, he pulled out his signal pistol. ‘One…two…three…’ he counted off the seconds in a shaky voice, ‘nine…ten.’


His finger crooked round the trigger of the clumsy pistol. A soft plop and then a slight hush. The flare climbed rapidly into the dark night sky and exploded in a burst of bright green.


It was the signal!


All along the long column, the engines of the halftracks, jeeps, tanks burst into noisy, crazy life. Habicht, possessed by an almost uncontrollable excitement, slapped his hand on the driver’s shoulder. ‘FORWARD! …WE MARCH!’ he cried.


‘REGIMENT EUROPA ADVANCE!’


Notes


1.  Habicht means ‘hawk’ in German.


2.  Roughly ‘happy landings’.




End of sample
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