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Аннотация
He took part in a massacre, can he ever forgive himself?
1944. The German armies are collapsing on all fronts. In a church in a remote French village, 250 women and children are ruthlessly slaughtered by desperate Germans acting under orders they dare not disobey. And for Sergeant Herzog, awarded the Iron Cross for his part in the massacre, it is the beginning of another war.
A war of principle as he faces court-martial for his refusal to wear the Cross. A war of strength and courage when, humiliated and stripped of rank, he is sent to the Eastern Front to fight in the bloodiest retreat in history. A war of pride when he finds himself confronting the arrogant Captain Ritter�an enemy as ruthless as the approaching Russians�
Blood and Honour is a gripping tale of a man�s fight for honour in the midst of the horrors of war. Perfect for fans of Ken Follett and Andy McNab.
Wolf Kruger is a pseudonym of Shaun Hutson. After being expelled from school, he worked at many jobs all of which he was sacked from�before becoming a professional author in 1983. He has since written over 30 bestselling novels as well as writing for radio, magazines and television.
BLOOD AND HONOUR
Herzog estimated that there must have been two hundred and fifty women and children in the procession heading for the church. The familiar clicking of the children�s clogs grated on his nerves; it sounded like a thousand weapons being cocked.
�What the fuck�s going on?� demanded Steikel, running up to the sergeant.
�Can�t you guess?� said Herzog, cryptically.
Steikel looked shocked. �But women and children? What can we do?�
�Obey orders.�
�To kill innocent women and children?�
�We have no choice,� shouted the sergeant.



Wolf Kruger
BLOOD AND HONOUR

For Belinda,
for having the patience which I will
always envy and for showing me what
it is to love.
also
for my parents, with thanks.


PART I
THE WESTERN FRONT
FRANCE 1944


Chapter One

The roaring of the guns hardly seemed to have eased since dawn. Way off to the north, plumes of dark smoke rose like ethereal geysers, gradually combining to form one immense, oppressive cloud. It hung over the town, blotting out the sun like some kind of man-made eclipse.
Sergeant Wolf Herzog spat into the river and watched as the town was obliterated. Dotted around him, in various postures of rest, were the men of his platoon. The motley group giving off a collective stench of dried perspiration mingled with the acrid smell of smoke.
Herzog took off his steel helmet and wiped a bloodstained hand across his forehead, drawing a long red smear in the grime. Eyes the colour of a June sky sparkled from beneath his heavy, deeply furrowed brow. He exhaled deeply and knelt wearily beside the river, scooping up a handful of the green water to splash his face, quite oblivious to the fact that further up one of his men was urinating into the water. The sergeant filled his helmet with water and allowed the cooling liquid to pour over his hands, enjoying its cooling contact with his hot flesh.
Reiner Steikel, seated beside him, pulled a crumpled pack of French cigarettes from his pocket and offered it to Herzog who shook his head, instead fumbling in his own pocket for a bar of chocolate. He broke off a square and popped it into his mouth, chewing thoughtfully.
Three immense explosions funnelled up from the mosaic of demolished buildings and Herzog shook his head, stroking his heavily stubbled chin contemplatively.
Steikel lit his cigarette and sucked deeply on it, drawing the smoke into his lungs. He handed it to Karl Langer who was lying alongside with his head resting on a gas-mask case. He thanked the big Austrian and jammed the cigarette between his lips. Steikel pulled off his boots and began massaging his swollen feet.
�Put the bloody things back on,� insisted Langer, wrinkling his nose, �or the British will find us by following the smell.� The Austrian ignored him and reached for the cigarette.
Further down the long road, which ran alongside the river, stood two Tiger tanks. Their crews were sitting contentedly on the hulls sunning themselves.
�It must be like an oven inside one of those things,� said Steikel, pointing towards the stationary vehicles. Langer followed his finger.
�Maybe,� he snorted indignantly, �but it beats walking.�
Herzog looked at his watch. The glass of the face was cracked but he could see that it was still ticking by the steady sweep of the second-hand.
�We�ll be moving on again, soon,� he announced.
�Christ, we�ve only just got here,� Langer protested.
�Stay if you like, I�m sure the British would be pleased to see you.� He smiled and slapped Langer on the back as he stood up. The private stood up, complaining, performing one or two jerky stretching movements with his bandy legs. He put a hand to his forehead, shielding his eyes from the sun, and squinted across country at the town which lay about two miles behind them. As he watched, three Hurricanes, flying nose to tail, swept over the town and loosed their bombs. Six tremendous explosions racked the decimated town.
Langer shook his head. �Don�t they know we�ve moved out?�
�They�re just making sure, in case we left any wounded behind,� said Herzog, bitterly. He turned his back on the devastation and looked down at his hand. More especially at the dirty bandage wound round the knuckles. Carefully he began to unwrap it, wincing as the material stuck to the raw wound. A piece of shrapnel had struck his left hand, shattering the knuckle of the middle finger, and, as he tried to clench his fist, pain shot up his arm. Cursing, he began to wrap the wound once more.
�That could do with cleaning,� Steikel observed, indicating the smashed knuckle, �before it turns septic.�
Herzog shook his head. �There aren�t enough medical supplies for those who are really wounded.�
Grinning, Steikel removed his pack and reached inside. With a flourish, he produced a bottle of brandy.
Langer sat up, his eyes aglow.
�Where did you get that?� he demanded.
Steikel jerked a thumb behind him. �One of the houses back there, they had a cellar full of it. I�ve got three more bottles in here.� He patted his pack lovingly, grinning to reveal an array of broken and rotted teeth. Langer leant across and peered delightedly into the pack.
�We�ll get pissed quick on that lot,� he said, rubbing his hands.
Steikel slapped the back of the pack with a large hand. �We�re not drinking any of it yet, it�s purely medicinal.�
Langer grunted and watched as the big Austrian handed the bottle to Herzog. The sergeant pulled the cork with his teeth and sniffed the contents of the bottle approvingly. Then, keeping the cork between his teeth, he poured most of the fiery liquid over his hand. He inhaled deeply through his nostrils, biting hard on the cork as pain hammered against his brain. Then he spat it out and raised the bottle to his lips. Langer and Steikel watched as he drained the bottle dry and threw it into the river. He wiped his mouth with the back of his hand.
Carefully, he began to rebandage the injured hand. �That�s incentive enough to get wounded,� he smiled, licking his lips.
A lorry passed by on the narrow road, struggling to maintain its momentum. Troops moved resignedly aside having noticed the large red and white crosses on either side of the vehicle. A field ambulance. A chorus of groans drifted from inside, partially drowned by the rattle of the half-track which followed. It was towing an 88mm cannon.
�Where the hell were you when the British tanks arrived?� yelled Langer gesturing angrily at the gunners seated in the half-track.
�Piss off,� one shouted back, ignoring the stream of abuse from Langer which followed.
Herzog looked at his watch and got to his feet. Cupping his hands to his mouth to form a megaphone he shouted, �All right, on your feet. Off your fat arses and let�s go.�
The fifty men scattered along the roadside got wearily to their feet. Half-smoked cigarettes were nipped out and stuffed into pockets ready for the next stop. Equipment was adjusted, helmets replaced. The engines of the two Tigers roared into life, blue smoke billowed from the exhausts. The commander of the first tank pulled down the peak of his cap and squinted through his binoculars. Ahead of him the road ran straight for about a mile, flanked on one side by the river and on the other by a line of poplars. Both road and river ran parallel until they disappeared into dense forest. Beyond this forest lay a range of low hills, masking the outskirts of a small village named St Sarall.
Uli Erhardt sighed deeply and cast a final reflective glance around him before lifting the heavy MG 42 to his shoulder. Before the war he had been a farmer and the sight of land torn apart by conflict hurt him far more deeply than any amount of human suffering. He had always considered the land as a friend as much as a source of livelihood and he felt a personal attachment to it which he was convinced no other man experienced. Now, as Herzog�s order echoed down the column, he struggled despondently to his feet, treading carefully through the long roadside grass, anxious not to disturb the occasional clutches of wild flowers which grew there. He drew himself to attention alongside Willi Feld and the young boy smiled sheepishly at him.
�What are they trying to do?� asked Langer. �Kill us with exhaustion?�
�Stop moaning,� said Herzog, �those bloody planes will be back again if we don�t hurry.�
Langer grunted rebelliously and pulled angrily at the strap of his rifle. The other troops gradually formed a column and the meagre procession sloped off towards the forest.
The commander of the leading Tiger tank waited until the column of troops was on the move before giving his orders. The sound of his voice seemed to echo inside the cavernous body of the vehicle. With a roar, the tanks rolled forward, their caterpillar tracks squeaking protestingly. As Herzog glanced over his shoulder to look at the steel juggernauts their 88mm guns seemed to nod menacingly at him, the turrets twisting from side to side as if they were sniffing the air.
�Nature always suffers worst in a war,� remarked Erhardt, reflectively.
�Very bloody philosophical,� snorted Langer. �What about us? Don�t we suffer?� He grunted and added, as an afterthought,
�Fuck nature.�
Unperturbed by his colleagues� cynicism, Erhardt shook his head. �She�s so helpless. She didn�t ask for this.�
�Oh for Christ�s sake, you�ll have us all in tears in a minute,� japed Langer.
�I don�t think any of us asked for this,� said Herzog, sullenly, remembering the pain in his hand.
There was a deafening screech as the first Hurricane swooped on the column.
A burst of fire from its machine-guns spattered the ground drawing dotted lines of death across the road.
�Get down,� bellowed Herzog, hurling himself into the roadside grass. The men needed no prompting. They flung themselves off the road hugging the ground.
�Where the hell did they come from?� snarled Langer, burying his head in the grass. Erhardt lay on top of the MG 42 as if trying to protect the weapon.
The first Hurricane swept away to maintain its position in formation and Herzog looked up. Two more aircraft were roaring down, their engines screaming like banshees. The sergeant caught sight of two bombs hanging beneath their wings. He suddenly leapt to his feet and began running towards the two, momentarily stationary, Tiger tanks. The commander of the first pushed back the turret flap and hauled himself up. He saw the sergeant dashing towards him, waving his arms and gesturing frantically at the diving aircraft. The commander turned in time to see the leading planes� guns glow orange.
A stream of tracer ploughed up the road, some of it hitting the tank. The commander tried to duck back inside but a hail of bullets hit him. Herzog stopped short as he saw the head rise on a gout of blood. It thudded to the ground in front of him as the decapitated corpse slid back inside the tank.
�Get the tanks off the road,� shouted Herzog, trying to make himself heard over the roaring of the aircraft. The third plane swooped and two gleaming metallic globules fell to the ground. Lumps of earth and metal flew into the air raining down onto the prone troops.
The planes swung away, preparing for a second sweep. Herzog struggled to his feet and shouted, �As soon as they pass, run like hell for the forest.� He glanced up the road to where the green of the trees offered much needed cover.
The Hurricanes came screaming back and he flung himself into the grass.
�How the fuck are we going to reach the forest?� said Langer. �It�s half a mile up the bloody road. They�ll pick us off like flies.�
Herzog turned on him, tension tight in his voice. �And what do you think they�ll do if we stay here?�
The ground shook under the impact of a bomb.
The sergeant peered through the grass at the Tiger tanks. The leading vehicle had not moved and it was blocking the route of the second.
�What the hell are they doing?� he muttered to himself. As he watched, the huge barrel of the 88mm cannon swung around, the turret turning to follow the path of the escaping Hurricane. There was a dull boom as it spat out the heavy shell.
More by luck than judgement, the shell clipped the plane�s tail. There was an explosion and it cartwheeled, bleeding smoke and flame into the sky behind it until it disappeared in a consuming ball of red and yellow fire. A chorus of cheers followed its stricken plunge.
�Now,� bellowed Herzog, �run.�
As one man, the troops leapt to their feet and began running. With a speed born of fear they raced towards the beckoning forest.
The Hurricanes swept in once again and the Germans threw themselves to the ground, cursing or praying according to their natures. This time the aircraft seemed more interested in the Tigers and unleashed all four bombs. They hurtled towards the leading tank.
Three hit the target.
There was a deafening explosion and the scream of buckling metal. The turret was lifted, intact, into the air on a shrieking geyser of fire. The tank was riven, the powerful Maybach engine spun across the road, torn from its housing.
�Poor bastards,� murmured Steikel as a huge length of caterpillar track spun into the air.
A blackened charred hand protruded from the driver�s observation slit.
Herzog afforded himself a cursory glance at the pile of twisted metal, all that remained of the fifty-five-ton juggernaut, then he shifted his gaze to the remaining planes. Urged on by his shouts, the men ran. Racing death which sped down at them, spitting bullets. Tracer spattered across the earth, bowling over a number of the fleeing men. Herzog dived into the grass beside Langer and Feld. The boy was quivering, large salt tears welled up behind his spectacles. Despite the sergeant�s reassuring smile, the lad continued to quiver. He was seventeen.
They ran again, finding new speed as the forest drew nearer. The driver of the second Tiger slammed his foot down hard on the accelerator and the tank crashed into the wreck of the other vehicle, pushing it off the road. The steel monster roared defiantly and leapt forward, oblivious to the squeal of bullets singing against its armor-plated hull. Ahead of it the men had already reached the protective covering of trees. Here they waited breathlessly until the roar of the planes died away to be replaced by the throbbing power of the tank. Herzog stepped into the road and signalled for the driver to stop. The turret door opened and Sergeant Dorn stuck his head out. Sweat was pouring from his fat, red face and he had removed his tunic.
�A close call, Wolf,� he said, cheerfully.
Herzog nodded. �Too bloody close.�
Dorn glanced over his shoulder at the smoking wreck of the first tank. �A pity about Werner,� he said, wistfully, �a good man. I�m sorry to lose him.�
Herzog cut him short. �I told him to get the fucking thing off the road.�
Dorn shrugged and scratched his shoulder as the sergeant continued, �I want you to take your tank up ahead of us, I don�t want my men walking into a trap.� He paused a second. �There�s been a lot of resistance activity around here lately and we�re sitting ducks in the middle of this lot.�
Dorn nodded vigorously, his jowls quivering fluidly. He disappeared back into the tank, which, a moment later, rolled forward. The men waited until it was a few yards ahead before forming a column and following.
The forest swallowed them up.

Chapter Two

There was a silence within the stifling confines of the forest which was almost palpable in its intensity. The smell of earth and wood hung thickly in the air, mingling with the brooding heat to form a cloying humidity which prickled the skin. Courageous shafts of sunlight occasionally fell through the canopy of trees only to be engulfed by a thick green carpet of moss which covered the forest floor like some kind of fungoid ocean. There was no birdsong to be heard. It was as if no living creature dared to disturb the silence.
The engine rumbled expectantly as the Tiger rolled along at less than five miles an hour. The men followed, treading lightly as if they too were reluctant to disturb the solitude.
A squirrel appeared on the lowest branch of a cedar-tree. It gave an anxious glance at the column of troops, puzzled at the sight of these new animals, then it disappeared into the foliage.
Langer adjusted the MP 40 on his shoulder and reached into his pocket for a wad of tobacco. He bit off a large lump and began chewing.
�What a waste!� remarked Steikel. �There�s enough for fifty fags in that.�
�Waste,� mumbled Langer, brown juice dribbling from his mouth, �you talk about waste after pouring half a bottle of brandy over his hand.� He nodded towards Herzog who smiled. A row of teeth gleamed whitely against the darkness of his skin. A darkness more attributable to dirt than the work of the sun. He couldn�t remember the last time he, or his uniform, had been clean. Stained with sweat and caked in mud and dust, it was already beginning to rot under the armpits.
Langer shot a stream of tobacco juice into the grass and sighed wearily. Steikel brushed a fly from his cheek.
�How much further to the next town?� he asked.
Herzog shrugged. �A mile, maybe more, but I doubt if we�ll be staying long.�
�We never stay anywhere long,� grunted Langer. �As soon as we get settled into some nice places the bloody British come along and blow it sky-high.� He spat.
�I never thought the British would try another invasion after Dieppe,� said Steikel, reflectively.
Langer sneered and directed another stream of juice at the roadside flowers. �To hell with the British, why don�t we just chuck it in?�
�And be shot for deserting?� Steikel asked.
Herzog laughed bitterly. �You�re just as likely to die from a German bullet as you are from a British one. The firing squads back home are shooting hundreds every day for Christ knows what. All that�s left are kids and old men. Half to young to know what they�re fighting for, the other half too senile.�
�Then there�s us in the middle,� said Steikel, �what are we fighting for?�
Herzog turned sharply on the Austrian. �Survival.�
Willi Feld, marching behind Langer, heard the remark and it made him feel even more nervous, if that were possible. He licked a tongue across his cracked lips and swallowed hard but the saliva stuck in his throat. As he glanced around, the trees seemed to be closing in on the road, attempting to crush it out of existence. He felt a bead of perspiration pop onto his forehead.
Until he joined the army, six weeks earlier, he had never left the town where he was born. His mother had died giving him life and he had never known his father. An uncle had raised him. It had been he who had suggested that Willi join up. Of course the idea was abhorrent to Willi but what else could he do? He would be called a traitor otherwise, worse still, a coward. What if word should get around? To the young lad, confused and uncomprehending, it seemed like something out of a romantic novel. Death or disgrace. But when he had joined up and returned home in his uniform there followed a few idyllic days. His uncle had told him how smart he looked and how proud he should be to go off and fight for the Fatherland. He had even taken a photograph of him with the camera he got on the black market. For short halcyon days, Willi had been the centre of attraction within the closely knit community of his home. Old women would kiss him and give him gifts when they saw him in the street. Even young girls began to take notice of him, or of his uniform at least. Then, finally, the day had come when he had climbed aboard the train with the others and travelled to France. Transported like cattle to a place where they were to die like animals.
Defending the beaches at Normandy.
Willi remembered the waves of khaki-clad men who had swarmed ashore, blasted by grenades and mines, shot down with automatic-weapon fire until their bodies clogged the beach and turned the sand red.
He had fainted, awoken many hours later, his uniform splashed with blood and muck. The stench of his own excrement strong in his nostrils. He had wanted to cry. The memory was still painful.
�I�ll be pleased to see the back of this forest,� said Steikel, nervously adjusting the stick grenades jammed in his belt, �it�s too quiet.� He chanced a furtive glance into the impenetrable greenery of the roadside shrubs. The low rumble of the Tiger�s Maybach engine drowned out what little natural noise circulated within the forest. The big Austrian always relied upon his intuition, a kind of sixth sense which fighting men acquire after years in action, and now he felt a tingle run up and down his spine like minute fingers. The icy grip at the back of his neck tightened. The feeling was premonitory of something.
Shrieking, a bird flew from the tree tops and the Germans reacted instinctively. Weapons were brought to the ready, breath caught in dry throats. The bird disappeared and Herzog grinned, relieved. Willi Feld swallowed nervously and briefly closed his eyes.
There was an explosion.
Perhaps two hundred yards ahead of them, around a bend in the road. It was followed by the rattle of machine-gun fire. Then silence again.
�Into the bushes,� snapped Herzog, banging hard on the side of the tank. Dorn shut off the engine and the Tiger was also swallowed up in the returning solitude.
They waited. Waited in the bushes. Eyes fixed on the road ahead they waited for nearly an hour. Herzog could hear the steady ticking of his watch, the second-hand flicking across the face in rhythm with his pulse. He glanced around at his men, at Langer and Steikel who both held stick grenades and at Bonhof who was running his finger along the blade of the knife he always carried. The ex-policeman looked across and caught Herzog�s eye. The two men looked at each other for a moment until Bonhof could no longer return the piercing blue glow of his sergeant�s eyes. Readjusting his sub-machine-gun, Herzog cautiously stepped out into the road. Crouched low, he trod slowly to the centre of the road, squinting into the distance. His boots sounded harshly conspicuous on the dry surface as he advanced to the curve in the track, about fifty yards ahead. The watching men saw him shake his head and then scuttle back to the cover of the bushes.
�We�ll have to go on,� he said, quietly, �find out what happened.� He stroked his chin thoughtfully. �No sense risking the whole battalion. Langer and Steikel, you come with me, and you.� He pointed to Willi Feld and the boy felt the colour draining from his cheeks.
�Stay close to the trees,� ordered Herzog, motioning them forward. Steikel stumbled over a branch and dropped his MP 40. It clattered, noisily, to the ground. Herzog spun round and threw a reproachful glance at the Austrian who shrugged apologetically and retrieved the weapon.
�Clumsy bastard,� whispered Langer.
Moving in single file, the four men made their way along the road in the direction of the explosion. The road bent sharply to the right, forming a kind of dog-leg which dodged through the maze of trees and bushes for the next two hundred yards.
Herzog raised his arm, signalling them to halt. Steikel slid a stick grenade from his belt and gently unscrewed the cap, priming it. Langer squirted another stream of tobacco juice into the grass and watched as the sergeant scuttled across to the far side of the road. He ducked down behind a tree which was on the very point of the bend. From where he was he had an unobstructed view of the road ahead; his blue eyes passed slowly over what confronted him.
Lying on its side, in the middle of the road, was the field ambulance. Smoke was still rising from it and the ground round about was charred and blackened, a testament to the hemorrhage of burning petrol which had spilled from the trucks� ruptured fuel-tank. From the hole in the floor of the truck a head protruded. So blackened and scorched it looked like a negro, the teeth gleaming whitely in a feral grin.
There were a number of bodies scattered around the overturned truck, twisted in rubber-limbed postures of death, some also blackened by the fire. Cinders drifted mournfully through the air.
Oblivious to the danger which he was placing himself in, Herzog began walking slowly towards the smoking wreck. Without waiting for orders, Steikel and Langer joined him and, rather than be left alone, Willi scuttled after them. As the four men drew closer the fetid stench of burned flesh and blood became more palpable. Smoke was still rising from the overturned vehicle spreading a dark mist across the scene. It hung just above the ground like a reeking fog.
The blackened ground around the truck crunched protestingly from the attentions of four pairs of heavy boots. Steikel accidentally kicked the outstretched hand of a corpse. He looked down and apologised silently to the eviscerated body. A swarm of flies was feasting on the mass of bared intestines.
�Resistance,� muttered Herzog, glancing around at the carnage. Steikel nodded thoughtfully and sucked at an empty tooth. Willi stood silently, transfixed by the sight before him. He watched as Herzog peered into the truck, stepping back hurriedly as the stench hit him.
�Shot,� he said flatly, �all of them.�
�What are we going to do?� Langer wanted to know.
Herzog looked around him and exhaled deeply. �We can�t bury them all, but at least we can get the bodies off the road.�
They began their grisly work, dragging bodies unceremoniously to the roadside and dumping them in the bushes. Langer took a corpse by the arm and began to drag it from beneath the truck, glancing briefly at the face. A bullet had entered the skull just below the left ear, smashing the hinge-joint of the jaw, causing it to hang at an impossible angle. As he dropped the body beside a clump of wild flowers, Langer knelt and swiftly went through the pockets. All he found was a half smoked cigarette which he jammed between his lips, lighting it with a match struck on the boot of the corpse. He returned to the road and set about wrenching the body of the driver from the buckled cab. Taking a firm grip on both wrists he pulled, irritated when he could not free the body. Gritting his teeth he pulled. The body split open like an overripe peach, spilling entrails across the road and dumping Langer on his arse. Cursing, he went in search of a more responsive corpse and found one with something silver gleaming on its chest. He knelt down and saw that it was an Iron Cross. Greedily he snatched it up, tearing the man�s jacket and exposing the death wound. Blood was in the process of clotting in the gaping hole and Langer found his hand coated in a kind of crimson porridge. He wiped it clean on the corpse�s jacket and set about inspecting his latest acquisition.
There was a sharp click which years of experience had taught him was the hammer of a pistol being drawn back. A voice lanced through the air, soft but full of menace.
�Put it back.�
Langer hesitated for a moment, then he felt the coldness of the barrel against the back of his neck.
�Put it back or I�ll blow your head off,� intoned the voice.
Reluctantly he pinned the Iron Cross back in position and turned slowly. He saw Herzog standing behind him, the Walther P-38 still held firmly in his hand.
�Sorry, Wolf,� said Langer.
Herzog nodded and holstered the pistol. �The iron cross is for those who earn it. He earned it.� He indicated the corpse. �Let him keep it.� Langer shrugged and watched as the sergeant dragged the body away, the medal winking mockingly at him.
Willi Feld held his breath and dropped the corpse at the base of a tree. A knot of black flies was swarming frenziedly in the empty eye-socket. Willi tore his gaze away and vomited violently. His head was spinning and he had difficulty breathing. Being careful that he could still see the road, he wandered a little way into the woods anxious to breathe air unpolluted by the stench of death. Gratefully he sucked in vast lungfuls of air, coughing now and again, spitting out the bitter aftertaste of his own vomit. As he lay back against a tree the silence began to envelope him and he inhaled, enjoying the cleansing smell of moss and damp earth. He leant his rifle against a tree and closed his eyes.
Away to his right, a twig cracked.
He snapped open his eyes, grasping for the rifle, swinging it up to his shoulder.
Three shots rang out, exploding in the silence. Herzog ducked down behind the overturned truck, his eyes searching the trees. Langer cocked the MP 40 and threw himself flat. Steikel eased a grenade from his belt.
�Where�s Feld?� snapped Herzog, looking round. He banged angrily against the side of the truck and scurried towards the direction from which the shots had come.
He found Willi immediately. He was standing beside a tree, the rifle still clutched in his hands, his eyes staring blankly at the ground.
Lying at his feet, the muscles still contracting, was the bullet-torn body of a young deer.

Chapter Three

St Sarall was a post-card town. Replete with white-washed houses, it supported a population of less than a thousand. Before the war, the inhabitants had lived a simple life revolving around the rich land which surrounded the town. The pinnacle of ambition for most of them was to be able to collect a rich enough harvest to support them through the winter. The village existed within a kind of perpetual, though desirable, seclusion due mainly to the enveloping presence of the forest which surrounded it on three sides, gradually receding into fields of corn and oats.
The network of towns and villages which existed on the outskirts of the sprawling forest, scattered over more than thirty-five miles, functioned without either help or hindrance from St Sarall.
But now the village was full of people. Grey-clad troops who scurried back and forth across its town square like ants trying to repair a break in the nest wall. In peacetime the square was the scene of a market every second Tuesday but now it resembled an artillery pack.
Tanks, self-propelled guns and cannons choked the square where equipment was being hastily repaired. The black-uniformed tank-crews swarmed over their vehicles removing the debris of battle. One of the men was scraping away the remains of a human arm from a caterpillar track. Engines purred gently and a blue haze of exhaust fumes slowly began to form in the air.
Led by Dorn�s Tiger tank, Herzog�s men limped into St Sarall. The Tiger came to rest beside a battered Panther tank which was having a new track fitted. Dorn shut off the engine clambered out of the turret hatch and vaulted to the cobblestones below.
�Made it at last,� he beamed as Herzog approached.
The sergeant nodded wearily and glanced around him at the wall of metal. A private of engineers passed and gave the column of tired troops a scornful look.
�What the fuck are you staring at?� rasped Langer sending a lump of gob after the retiring private.
�Officer,� snapped Herzog, catching sight of a young lieutenant heading in their direction. The men drew themselves to attention, Herzog snapped off a salute.
The gesture was curtly returned.
�Could you tell me where I can find Major Sturn, sir?� the sergeant asked.
The young officer hesitated, put off by the smell and appearance of the sergeant. He glanced quickly along the line of men and Steikel smiled his brown and rotten smile as the lieutenant�s eyes focused on him. The officer gave a look of horror and transferred his gaze back to Herzog. He then motioned to a tall grandiose-looking building across the square and said, �Major Sturn is in there.�
�My men need somewhere to rest, sir,� said Herzog, irritated by the lieutenant�s vague manner. The officer pointed across the square to where another group of men stood. Nearly all of them had wounds of some sort and the captain leading them was hobbling along on a makeshift crutch. His foot had been blown off.
�Follow those men,� instructed the officer and walked away.
Langer turned to Steikel. �With officers like that, no wonder we�re losing the fucking war.�
Herzog watched his men filing away to join the other group, then he hurried up the stone steps at the front of the town hall. Walking past the two guards at the main entrance he found himself in what looked like a vast hallway. Outside a white-panelled door at the far end of a corridor stood a guard and Herzog made his way towards the door, his boots beating out a tattoo on the polished floor. The guard was studiously inspecting the contents of one nostril on the end of his finger but, when he saw Herzog approaching, he wiped his hand on his trousers and saluted.
�Where is Sturn?� asked the sergeant.
The private coloured slightly and knocked on the door. A voice from inside told him to enter. Herzog was ushered into an outer office and greeted by a tall man with sad eyes. Captain Brauss, Sturn�s adjutant. Brauss smiled weakly but found his gesture ignored. Herzog had no time for this upper-class officer who wore his medal ribbons because of his social status, not his worth as a soldier. What the hell was the point in wearing a medal if you didn�t deserve it, Herzog reasoned.
Brauss disappeared through another door and a moment later the sergeant found himself beckoned into a larger office. It was vast, supported on both sides by gigantic book-cases, filled with dust-covered leather-bound volumes. In the centre of the room, set between two huge panelled windows, lay a desk and behind that desk sat Major Burkard Sturn.
As Herzog entered, he looked up from the map which was spread out before him. Herzog saluted and stood to attention. The painting of Hitler, hanging over the fireplace, regarded him with baleful eyes. Sturn returned to his map, absently pulling at the lobe of his one ear.
Tiring of the silence, Herzog snapped his heels together. �Sergeant Herzog, third battalion, reporting, sir. We�ve just arrived from Mortagne.�
�What are your losses?� asked Sturn without looking up.
�Seven men killed. British planes attacked us as we left the town.�
�Where are the British now?�
�Still in Mortagne, I suspect, we saw no sign of troop movement, only the planes.�
Sturn paused from his endless porings over the map and sat back in the plushly upholstered chair. He pressed his fingertips together reflectively. �You know, Herzog, that our position is,� he paused, �shall we say, undesirable?�
Herzog ignored his superiors inane ramblings and said, �An ambulance was attacked by the resistance, sir. No more than a mile from here.�
Sturn nodded. �The resistance have no respect for the niceties of conventional war, sergeant.�
�There were no survivors.�
�The F�hrer tells us we are winning the war on two fronts, but no one has the time to tell him that we are, in fact, losing it on three.� Sturn smiled inanely.
�Sir, I�� Herzog got no further.
�You may go.�
He hesitated.
Again the insistent command, �You may go.�
Herzog saluted, his anger bubbling within. The knot of muscles at the side of his jaw pulsed angrily. He turned and left the room.
Sturn waited until he heard the rattle of the sergeant�s boots die away, then he sat back again, closing his eyes.
�The resistance,� he muttered, �always the resistance.� He looked across at Brauss. �How do you fight an enemy you can�t see?�
Brauss shrugged uselessly.
�They don�t teach you that in training, do they?� continued the major. He moved in his chair and winced at the stab of pain in his spine. The cancer was growing. He smiled weakly, �No, you have to learn how to fight partisans.� As he spoke he gently brushed the golden Anti-Partisan badge which gleamed on his jacket. He had won it in Russia two years earlier. �For his part in the fight against the Bolshevik murderers� it had said in the official despatch.
�Bolshevik Murderers�. There had been two of them. Both girls, no more than twelve. He had found them in the bedroom of a house, cowering from him like frightened rabbits.
He had shot them both.
Yes indeed, you had to learn how to deal with partisans.

Chapter Four

The fire spluttered dismally, bleeding a stream of thick grey smoke into the rain-soaked air. The men huddled around the pile of damp wood, trying to find some morsel of warmth from the barely glowing timber. Those who didn�t stare dejectedly at the ground were eagerly watching the cooking-pot which hung over the fire. An unholy-looking brown mess, which passed for stew, bubbled agitatedly in it. Steikel stirred the contents of the pot with his bayonet and inhaled deeply. He smiled appreciatively. He had poured a whole bottle of brandy into it.
A steady blanket of drizzle was falling from the black sky as it had been for the past two hours. The earth drank it in greedily until it was satiated. Deep puddles had formed around the camp-site.
With one last stir, the Austrian announced that the stew was ready. The men thrust forward their mess-tins in eager anticipation. It was the first time they had eaten in three days. Like a Paris chef, Steikel filled each tin in turn. Langer�s stomach rumbled loudly as he held his out. �Come on, Steikel, my belly thinks my throat�s been cut.� He received his share and snatched the tin back, grabbing the lump of rabbit which was floating in it. To hell with a knife and fork.
Herzog ate at a leisurely pace, sipping the brandy-laced gravy; he looked across at Steikel and said, �You chose the wrong profession, my friend, you should have been a cook.�
�You might have been Adolf�s personal cook,� added Langer, between two enormous mouthfuls of rabbit. The other men laughed.
Willi Feld warmed his hands around the steaming mess-tin and watched as Langer finished his share, licking the inside of his tin to ensure that none was wasted. He belched loudly and patted his stomach before letting rip with a tremendous fart.
�Jesus Christ,� muttered Steikel.
�Farting after a meal is considered good manners in some countries,� announced Langer, smugly.
�Bollocks,� snorted the big Austrian.
�It�s true, it�s good manners.�
Herzog grinned. �If that�s the case, Langer, you must be the most cultured man in the German army.�
The men laughed together, for one moment, forgetting the rain.
Willi Feld closed his eyes and whispered grace before eating. Langer smiled sardonically.
�Saying grace, now, is it?� he said. �You�ll be having us all taking communion next.�
�Why don�t you leave him alone?� snapped Bonhof, irritably. �All you ever do is moan and take the piss out of people.�
�Coming to the rescue, eh?� sneered Langer. �Why don�t you mind your own fucking business, Schupo bastard?�
The ex-policeman eyed Langer malevolently. �Lucky for you you never ended up in my jail. I�d have taught you a thing or two.�
�You�re going to end up six feet under if you don�t shut up.� Langer coughed, made a hawking noise and projected a lump of mucus in Bonhof�s direction. It missed his foot by inches. With incredible swiftness, Bonhof reached to his boot-top and slid out a wicked-looking knife. He brandished it menacingly at Langer who appeared unperturbed. Some of the other men edged back.
�You try it, Bonhof,� he said, pointing at the blade, �and I�ll stick that up your arse.�
The knife remained steady in Bonhof�s grip, its tip twinkling in the light of the feeble flame. It winked viciously at Langer.
�Put it away, Bonhof,� said Herzog, quietly but forcefully. The ex-policeman looked at him for a moment, then threw the knife into the air. It spun end over end before the hilt slapped back into his palm and he slid the blade back into his boot. A moody silence descended which Steikel finally broke.
�What did Sturn say when you told him about the ambulance?� he asked, lighting a cigarette.
Herzog emptied the remnants of his meal out. �Nothing. Not a word. What the hell did you expect him to say? He doesn�t give a fuck about the men under his command. We�re all numbers on a register to him and, if a few of those numbers get rubbed off, too bad. There�s plenty more poor bastards to take their place.�
�Didn�t he used to be commandant of a labour camp?� asked Langer, plucking a flea from his chest.
Herzog nodded, then his voice turned reflective. �My old man died in a labour camp.�
�What was he put in for?� Steikel asked.
�The usual thing. Treason. Incitement to riot but what they really wanted him for was because his best friend was a Jew.� He spat, angrily.
Reaching into his pack, Steikel produced a bottle of the brandy from his endless supply. He hastily removed the cork and took a large pull before handing it to Herzog who did likewise. Langer sat up eagerly. �About bloody time,� he beamed. They drank, passing the bottle from hand to hand. It offered a morsel of comfort amidst the misery.
The rain was getting heavier. It poured off the rims of the men�s helmets and ran down their necks.
�At least when it rains we don�t have to wash,� observed Langer, lifting his face to the black sky. There were no stars visible and no moon. The darkness around the camp site was total. Weasels and owls went hungry rather than venture out of their lairs.
Willi Feld shivered. His hands and feet were numb from cold, the fire was throwing out little heat and he still felt hungry. The meagre helping of undercooked rabbit had not filled his belly adequately. The taste of brandy in the gravy had made him feel sick and now he could feel the rain beginning to sink through his thick greatcoat. A few hastily erected tents offered some inviting shelter at the far side of the camp and the trees under which they sat gave little or no protection from the stinging particles of water.
Standing silently on the small dirt track leading from the wood were two ten-ton Krupp lorries. A group of men were standing around them, hands thrust deep in their pockets. The rain formed little waterfalls as it fell from the canvas of the Krupps. One of the men was urinating up against one of the great wheels. Willi watched him for a second then struggled to his feet, the sucking mud grabbing for his boots, almost pulling them off. He shivered uncomfortably and left the meagre warmth of the fire.
God, how he hated guard duty and tonight would be even worse standing only a few yards from the woods in teeming rain. He longed for the war to end.
There was a sudden crackle which he recognised as machine-gun fire and then it was happening. He screamed as the first bullet hit him. Lights danced madly before his eyes, a blinding white muzzle discharge blossomed from the woods. Willi staggered, clutching at his chest. He felt sick, the blood was welling thickly between his numb fingers. The second burst hit him in the face, tearing away most of the right side. He was dead before he fell into the mud. He lay in a foetal position. Willi Feld was dead. Simple as that.
Herzog pulled the P-38 from his belt and ran across to Willi�s body. The camp-site erupted into a hive of panicked activity. Men dived for weapons, their eyes searching the darkened woods. There was another burst of fire and two more Germans fell. Using the muzzle flash as a source, Herzog squeezed off two shots and heard the bullets thudding into wood.
Steikel flipped a grenade into the woods while Langer sprayed the area with fire from an MP 40. There was an explosion and vast lumps of earth and wood hurtled into the air. Above the roar could be heard the heightened scream of human agony.
�We got him,� snarled Langer, slamming in a fresh magazine. He stepped forward but Herzog held him back, perturbed by the sudden silence. He squinted into the gloom but could see nothing.
�We got the bastard,� persisted Langer.
Herzog was unimpressed and his suspicions were confirmed a second later when the ground was swept by automatic-weapon fire. The night came alive again. From the woods a stream of fire swept the waiting Germans. Langer felt a sharp pain in his chest and was hurled off his feet into the mud. Blood was bursting from his punctured heart and, as he fell, he raised one hand in silent reproach. Herzog sprinted across to the first Krupp and, leaping behind the steering-wheel, started the engine. He flicked on the headlamps and the two broad beams of light picked out two figures desperately trying to merge with the trees. He jammed his foot down, hard, on the accelerator and the Krupp leapt forward. It smashed into a young sapling, crushing it flat.
Caught in the twin beams, the two figures turned and fled before the pursuing truck. Chancing a glance behind him, the first of the men suddenly stumbled. He fell a few feet in front of the roaring Krupp. Herzog put his foot down and felt the almost imperceptible bump as the truck crushed the man�s body beneath its heavy wheels. As he drew nearer to the second man, the sergeant leant out of the side window and squeezed off two shots. The second found its mark, drilling its way into the man�s leg just above the calf. He buckled and pitched forward.
Herzog shut off the engine and sprang out of the cab, the P-38 gripped in his fist. The man made no attempt to move, not even to shield his eyes from the lorry�s fierce headlamps. The sergeant pulled him roughly to his feet, pressing the barrel of the pistol against his cheek. The man coughed and winced as the pain of his wound intensified. Herzog pushed him into the cab and climbed in. The engine roared as he spun the wheel and turned the lorry back the way it had come.
Bodies, French and German alike, were loaded into another truck. Steikel and Erhardt climbed in with them and the big Austrian held Langer�s hand, feeling the grip growing more feeble. When Langer died, Steikel folded his arms across the shattered chest. He looked across at the wounded Frenchman and felt the hatred rising within him.
Herzog drove fast, in the direction of St Sarall. An attack of this nature had to be reported. Even if it did mean getting Major Sturn out of bed.

Chapter Five

It was a surprise for Herzog to find Sturn not only up, but dressed and waiting for him. The major had been contacted by field telephone barely ten minutes earlier. Brauss had awoken him, nervously holding out his jacket until it was snatched from his grasp. He had been told to inform Divisional Headquarters and scuttled off to obey the order.
Now the major was pacing impatiently backward and forward behind his desk, alternately glancing at the door of the office and the phone, as if he expected either to burst into life and tell him what to do next. The photographs of Hitler, hanging on the wall above the fireplace, regarded his agitated pacings impassively.
Sturn had lost count of the number of times he had walked across the office, then suddenly he heard raised voices coming from outside the door. A second later it burst open and he saw Herzog standing there, a strong hand clasped around the neck of the wounded resistance man. With a contemptuous shove, the sergeant sent the man crashing to the floor before Sturn. Herzog saluted and slammed the door on a protesting Brauss.
�A prisoner, sir,� he announced, �resistance.�
�I was informed,� replied Sturn, clasping his hands behind his back. �This attack,� he paused, �were your men asleep?�
�We had no warning, sir,� said Herzog angrily.
Sturn caught the slight vehemence in Herzog�s voice and shot him a warning glance. He slowly walked across to the sergeant and the wounded Frenchman who was watching intently.
�Is this the only one?� asked Sturn, indicating the captive.
�The only one alive.�
�And the bodies?�
�In the Krupp, it�s parked in the square.�
�Have the bodies removed and hung in the square as an example.�
For a moment Herzog stared at his superior; he understood the order but it seemed unable to register in his mind. Was Sturn serious? The major stood beside the prisoner, who was half lying, half crouching, on the floor. He looked down.
�What is your name?� he asked, softly.
�He won�t talk, sir, I�ve tried to��
Sturn glared malevolently at Herzog and suddenly brought the heel of his boot crashing down onto the Frenchman�s outstretched hand. The knuckles seemed to glow red. Sturn dropped to his knees and stifled the man�s agonised babblings by gripping his chin in a vice-like grip.
�Your name,� he repeated.
The Frenchman spat. Watching with relish as a globule of mucus rolled down Sturn�s cheek. The major slowly pulled a handkerchief from his pocket and wiped it off. Releasing his grip on the prisoner, he stood up, the vein in his temple throbbing angrily. Herzog held his breath, watching as Sturn walked slowly back towards his desk. Then, in one swift movement, he spun round, pulled the Mauser pistol from his belt and fired.
The room had not been designed, accoustically, for gunfire and the explosion reverberated around, crashing off the walls. A look of pained surprise crossed the Frenchman�s face as the bullet shattered the bridge of his nose. Bone and cartilage splintered under the impact and a thick spurt of blood gushed from the hole. He slumped forward.
�Get that out of here,� ordered Sturn, holstering the pistol. �I want it hung in the square with the others. The resistance need to be shown that we will fight their violence with worse violence.� He stroked a finger across his Anti-Partisan badge.
The phone rang.
�That will be all, sergeant,� said Sturn, reaching for it, �remove the body now.�
While Sturn was engrossed in his phone conversation, Steikel and Erhardt arrived to remove the corpse. Both saluted, then set about their task, ignoring the stench which rose from the body. The two men carried it out, accidentally banging what was left of the head against the door-frame. It left a crimson smudge. Erhardt apologised to the corpse.
Herzog saluted and followed them out. Sturn watched out of the window until he saw the three men emerge in the square, then he sat down and poured himself a glass of brandy.
�Bloody fool,� muttered Herzog, �the only chance we had of finding out anything about the resistance and Sturn kills him.�
�What�s he going to do now?� asked Steikel, letting go of the corpses�s feet.
�He wants the bodies hung up as an example.�
�Jesus Christ, does he think the resistance will be scared off by something like that?�
Erhardt looked down at the body and shook his head. �This isn�t a war any more� he murmured.
�It hasn�t been a war for the past two years,� snorted Herzog, �everyone�s forgotten what they�re fighting for.�
Steikel and Erhardt stooped to lift the corpse again. The rain coursing down its sunken cheeks looked like tears.

Chapter Six

The dawn groped its way across the horizon as a watery sun struggled up into the sodden sky. It was still raining although only in the form of a light drizzle which drifted across the town like a veil, forming a silvery dew on the uniforms of the troops.
Steikel slipped his hand into the pocket of his greatcoat, trying to coax some feeling back into his numb fingers. He glanced across the square to the makeshift gallows where three bodies twisted gently in the breeze. From the steps of the townhall, where he stood, the big Austrian had a ringside view of the grisly tableau. The steady trickle of people, soldiers and civilians, which crossed the square cast cursory glances at the bodies.
Out of his eye corner, Steikel could see Bonhof, standing straight as a rod, ignoring the weather. The ex-policeman was a model of soldierly efficiency and possessed something which few of the others did. A pride in the uniform he wore. He was a Nazi. A fully paid-up member of the party. At the beginning of the war he had volunteered for service in the S.S. but had been refused on medical grounds. The rebuff was still painful to think of. How dare they refuse him? He had been a policeman for ten years, a good servant to F�hrer and Fatherland. He had a right to join. He glanced impassively at Steikel who was picking at his teeth with a stubby index-finger. He hawked and spat.
�Dirty bastard,� said Bonhof, contemptuously.
Steikel turned and smiled inanely, then looked back across the square. A steady trickle of people were crossing it.
�Where the hell is everybody going?� asked the big Austrian.
�It�s Sunday, you bloody heathen, they�re going to church.�
The big Austrian laughed. �To pray for the end of the war, I suppose. Well, it won�t be long. The Allies will be through here in no time, then it�ll be a matter of every man for himself.�
Bonhof frowned. �Talk like that could get you shot. It could be reported as sabotage.�
Steikel farted loudly. �Report that,� he said, grinning.
Bonhof decided to ignore his companion. He drew his heels together and glanced around. It was then that he noticed the Mercedes.
It was approaching the townhall from the other side of the square, a small red pennant fluttering on its bonnet. But, even from that distance, Bonhof could make out the black swastika at its centre. Like some obscene black insect, the car slid to a halt at the foot of the stairs outside the hall and three doors were pushed open. In rapid succession, three black-uniformed men got out and looked around them. The first, tallest and oldest of the three, pulled on his gloves and brushed a speck of dirt from his sleeve. He nodded a signal and the trio walked briskly up the stone steps.
�S.S.,� whispered Steikel, catching sight of the silver insignia on the black uniforms. As they passed, the death�s-head badge on the cap of the leading figure seemed to grin mockingly at Bonhof. He and Steikel saluted sharply as the trio passed.
�That was a fucking general, wasn�t it?� said the big Austrian, awestruck.
Bonhof nodded.
�Did you see the medals? Fuck me. He had the Frozen Meat Order too. Christ, it�s not every day you get a visit from a bleeding general, is it? Especially not from the S.S.� He smiled to himself and watched fascinated, as a crow perched precariously on the head of the first hanging corpse and began to feast on the eyes.
*
Captain Brauss was resting. Leaning back in his chair rocking gently backwards and forwards on the two back legs. He was sucking the end of his pencil and considering the pile of papers on his desk. Major Sturn was busy in the office; it looked as though it was going to be a quiet afternoon.
There was no knock, just a flurry of black and silver as the trio of S.S. men entered the outer office. Brauss panicked, tried to stand up and toppled over, banging his head on the wall. He turned a deep shade of scarlet and scrambled to his feet, not sure whether to salute or to raise his arm in a Nazi salute. He chose the former.
The general regarded him with cold eyes.
�Where is Major Sturn?� he demanded, throatily.
Brauss motioned them towards the office door, which they passed through and promptly slammed in his face.
�General Rimfeldt,� announced the older man.
Sturn stood up, shot out his arm and tried to stop quivering. He invited the S.S. men to sit down and relaxed slightly when they did. Three sets of baleful eyes turned on him and Sturn felt a bead of perspiration pop onto his forehead.
�Major Rolf Heist and Colonel Joachim Axon,� the general said, pointing at his colleagues.
The two men retained their cold gaze on Sturn, a coldness quite unnerving coming from such a young source. Axon was, the major guessed, twenty-five. Heist his senior by ten maybe fifteen years. His face was hard, lined. The thin lips seemed to have been sealed from the inside. Even his eyes looked full of grim resignation.
�You have a problem with the resistance,� said Rimfeldt, as if he were telling Sturn something he didn�t know.
�Yes sir, but I have taken certain steps.�
The general chuckled derisively. �Hanging three bodies in a market-place is hardly likely to deter men as fanatical as the resistance.�
Sturn defended himself. �I was ordered by Divisional Headquarters to take whatever retaliatory action I felt necessary.�
�And I was sent to ensure that that action is effective,� said Rimfeldt.
�You must appreciate, Major,� began Axon, �that this affair with the resistance is bad for morale. The men must be in good heart for the counter-attack.�
Sturn looked puzzled.
Axon continued, �The withdrawal from Mortagne was a purely strategic one.�
�We lost fifteen thousand men in Mortagne, to my mind that scarcely constitutes a strategic withdrawal.�
Sturn paused, wondering if he had said the right thing. What he had just said fell neatly into the category of sabotage. He swallowed hard and brushed a hand through his hair.
�You seem to be suffering from battle fatigue,� said Rimfeldt, flatly, �otherwise you would not have said what you just did. Torgau is full of men who have said similar things.�
Sturn went white and looked at the floor.
�Just what do you propose to do about the resistance?� stammered Sturn, anxious to change the subject.
�Make an example,� said Rimfeldt. �What is the population of the village?�
�Many people have left, four hundred is the correct figure, I think.�
�Four hundred,� repeated Rimfeldt, smiling. He looked at the major and pointed to his jacket. �I see you have the Anti-Partisan badge, Major. Where did you win it?�
�Russia,� proclaimed Sturn, proudly.
Rimfeldt chuckled. �The Russian Front, that is where the real war is.� The other two men nodded. �But those Russians, they are like animals.� He laughed. Sturn smiled weakly, his nerves beginning to fray.
�Touching this matter of the resistance,� Rimfeldt continued, �I will require twenty of your men. Speed is the main thing. We must strike before the resistance.� He walked across to the window and looked out into the square. The rain had stopped and the sun was fighting its way out from behind a bank of cloud.
�Sunday,� he remarked. �Church.�
The other S.S. men smiled enigmatically. Finally Rimfeldt slapped his thigh and turned to Sturn. �We will leave now, Major.�
Sturn breathed a sigh of inner relief and gratefully raised his arm in a Nazi salute as the three men left. The door slammed behind them and he exhaled deeply, regaining his composure before crossing to the door.
�Brauss,� he snapped. �I want to see Herzog now.�

Chapter Seven

Herzog reached the steps of the townhall just as a Hurricane swept overhead on a reconaissance mission. He stopped for a second, watching the plane disappear into a mass of white cloud.
Steikel smiled as he saw Herzog approaching.
�The fucking S.S. are here,� he said, �a bloody general, no less.�
The sergeant raised his eyebrows in surprise.
He found Sturn waiting for him, hands clasped tightly behind him.
Herzog snapped off a salute and opened his mouth to speak but Sturn was first.
�I want you to select twenty of your men,� he began, �for a special assignment.�
�What sort of assignment?� asked Herzog, suspiciously.
�You will be told that nearer the time, the matter is not fully in my hands.�
�Then whose hands is it in?�
�The S.S.�
Herzog frowned as Sturn continued, �There are three officers in the village, you will take orders from them direct.�
�My men will want to know what the mission is. If the S.S. are involved they�ll have their own ideas.�
�What is that supposed to mean?� barked Sturn.
�The reputation of the S.S. has spread far, in many spheres.� He added cryptic emphasis to the last words.
Remember your rank, Herzog, and also remember that you are talking of the F�hrer�s personal bodyguards.�
Herzog shrugged. �I speak as I find, sir, and my opinion is that the F�hrer has a bunch of murderers for his bodyguards.�
�That is enough,� shouted Sturn, bringing his fist down, with a crash, onto the desk. �You will report back here in an hour to receive your orders. Is that understood?�
Herzog replied that it was, replaced his field cap on his head, saluted and left.
*
In column two abreast, the twenty men under Herzog�s command marched into the market-place of St Sarall. Few noticed the two Krupp lorries parked opposite the townhall and even fewer bothered to consider why they might be parked there, the powerful engines grumbling rhythmically. The men formed two lines facing the townhall, all eyes following Herzog as he slowly climbed the stone steps towards the door.
He had reached halfway when two figures appeared at the top of the stairs. He recognised one as Sturn; the other was dressed in the uniform of an S.S. general. The sergeant saluted, fixing his eyes on the older man�s silver insignia.
�Heil Hitler,� snapped Rimfeldt.
Herzog ignored the words and asked, �What are my orders, sir?�
Rimfeldt ran an appraising eye over him. The dirty uniform, stained with mud and sweat. Threadbare in places, a curious smell coming from it. The equipment bulging from his belt, the unholstered P-38 stuck there for ease of access.
�You are filthy, sergeant,� said the general, malevolently. He threw a glance at the troops arranged before him. �And so are your men.� He reached forward and pulled at the pistol in Herzog�s belt. �Why isn�t this holstered? Why do you think rules are made? I will tell you, they are made to ensure than an army runs efficiently. Do you understand? That is why the enemies of the Third Reich are no match for our armies, because they do not insist on the upholding of rules and regulations. The German army is great because of its pride in itself, you and your men undermine that pride.�
Herzog turned white with suppressed rage. You pompous fucker, he thought. Twenty thousand German soldiers die every day and he�s worried about regulations. Fuck him.
�My orders, sir,� he breathed.
Rimfeldt brushed past him and walked to the bottom of the steps. The sergeant followed.
�There is to be an identity check,� announced Rimfeldt, �you and your men are to ensure that the people of the village are brought to the centre of the town. Empty the houses and bring the people here.�
Herzog saluted and swung himself up onto the tailboard of the first Krupp.
The church clock struck ten and a bank of black cloud began to clutch ethereal fingers towards the sun.
*
�Why the bloody hell do they want an identity check anyway?� demanded Fritz, pulling at the dirty bandage around his throat. It was filthy, caked in dried blood and almost black in colour. It hadn�t been changed for ten days.
As the Krupp moved slowly through the narrow streets of the village, Herzog pulled back the canvas flap of the lorry and looked out. A few yards behind followed a jeep driven by Corporal Meininger. Its two black-uniformed passengers sat impassively, regarding the white houses with the impartial eye of a farmer deciding which of his herd to slaughter.
Herzog closed the flap again.
�It�s always us,� complained Fritz, �whenever there�s a bloody job to be done, we get stuck with it.�
�I�d still like to know why the S.S. are in on it,� remarked Steikel.
�They probably don�t trust Sturn,� offered Herzog, �they think he�ll bungle it.�
��Bungle what?� asked Steikel, suspiciously. �You know something about this, Wolf?�
�I know as much as the rest of you, but you know that if the S.S. are around there�s something going on.�
The men exchanged worried glances as the Krupp drove on.
*
They were naked. All three of them. Maria, Jean and the baby, Sylvie, just eight months old. It was quiet in the room once more. They had heard the trucks pass only a quarter of an hour ago. Now it was silent again.
Jean smiled as he watched the child sucking gently at Maria�s swollen nipple. He leant across and kissed her on the cheek. With the early morning sunlight pouring onto her skin, she seemed to glow. Jean felt pride at the simple beauty of the scene. Sitting with the woman he loved while she fed their child.
It all seemed slightly unreal.
Reality returned abruptly with a rain of blows on the front door. They both sat still for a moment, slightly uneasy. Jean swung himself out of bed and pulled on his trousers. As he reached the door, he glanced back at Maria before descending the stairs.
The pounding grew louder and Jean reached for the lock. The heavy door swung back, nearly knocking him over. Axon stepped into the hall, two men behind him.
�There is to be an identity check,� he snapped, �are there any other occupants in the house?�
Jean began to open his mouth when Maria appeared at the top of the stairs, holding the baby. Axon saw her and crossed to the foot of the stairs.
�Come now,� demanded the German, �there is to be an identity check.�
Jean Pascal looked past the other two troops into the street where he saw the steady procession of people flanked by German soldiers. They were moving towards the centre of the village. Jean, Maria and the baby joined the column.
The black shepherd had added two more to his flock.
There were lots of children in the column, Erhardt noted. The wooden clogs they wore beat out a strident tattoo on the cobblestones.
Steikel spat onto the pavement, aiming for a dog which was growling at Bonhof who was pushing its master into the column. The man joined its silent ranks. There was no noise, no expectant chatter. Just the ever-present clattering of the children�s clogs.
Herzog saw a woman hobbling from her home; he guessed she must have been in her eighties. She had difficulty walking and she used a stick as twisted and gnarled as her own body. He extended a hand to help her down the curb. A neutral hand. She turned and smiled weakly at him.
�Leave her,� snapped Axon appearing at his side. Herzog saw the vehemence glinting in the S.S. man�s eyes and loosed his grip on the frail arm. The old woman smiled again. The sergeant stepped back and watched the column trail by. He looked down at his watch. It was ten thirty.
*
If it had been rehearsed, the timing couldn�t have been better. The heads of the two columns reached the square of St Sarall at precisely the same moment.
Standing at the top of the town hall steps, General Rimfeldt watched as the population of the village formed untidy lines in the square. Axon and Heist marched briskly across to the steps and saluted.
�Evacuation complete,� said Heist.
Rimfeldt nodded. Behind him, Sturn cast a fleeting eye over the crowd of people, grouped around the twisting corpses of the dead resistance men.
�How many?� asked Rimfeldt, pointing at the crowd.
�Four hundred and thirty-two,� answered Heist, smugly.
The general stroked his chin, thoughtfully. �Take the women and children to the church. The men will remain here.�
The two officers saluted. Orders were snapped out. Voices in the crowd were raised but, slowly, at first, the group began to split up. Women clung together in their fear. Axon pulled a small boy from his father and pushed him towards a group of fifty women and children. The child fought back tears as his father tried to smile reassuringly.
Bonhof motioned agitatedly with the barrel of his MP 40, coaxing Maria Pascal away from her husband. Jean held out a hand to her but it was pushed away by the sub-gun�s barrel.
�This is no identity check,� whispered Maurice Gronard, edging closer to Jean. Young Claude Roget heard these words and looked around anxiously for his mother and five-year-old brother, but Madame Roget was already on her way to church.
*
Herzog estimated that there must have been two hundred and fifty women and children in the procession heading for the church. The familiar clicking of the children�s clogs grated on his nerves; it sounded like a thousand weapons being cocked.
�What the fuck is going on?� demanded Steikel, running up to the sergeant.
�Can�t you guess?� said Herzog, cryptically.
Steikel looked shocked; he glanced behind him at the men lined up in two ragged ranks in the square.
�Sturn said that we must fight the resistance with violence worse that their own,� said the sergeant.
�But women and children? What can we do?�
�Our duty.�
�And what�s that?� Steikel caught the sergeant by the arm and brought him to a halt.
�Obey orders.�
�To kill innocent women and children?�
Herzog shook himself loose. �In a war there are no innocents,� he rasped.
�Wolf, we can�t.�
�We have no choice,� shouted the sergeant.
Steikel saw his eyes mist over as he marched rapidly to the head of the column. The big Austrian cast a wary eye around him. Fritz was walking slowly, his head turned away from the women as if he couldn�t bring himself to look at them. Erhardt smiled at a little girl and felt a tear burst from his eye as she blew him a kiss.
From the front of the column, the order came to halt. The clicking stopped. The Germans drew themselves to attention. From where he stood, Herzog saw Heist walk the remaining few yards to the church door and quickly pull the Luger from its holster. A series of metallic crashes rang sharply through the stillness of the church where dust particles whirled and spun in the beams of early-morning sunlight filtering through stained glass windows. Heaven. Angels. The crucifixion.
Father Picard made his way quickly through the maze of pews until he reached the door. He raised the locking bar and pulled.
Heist was inside instantly.
Picard stepped back, taken aback by the sight of this tall black-clad man standing before him holding a pistol.
�What do you want here?� asked Picard.
Heist ignored the question and motioned towards the leading women in the waiting column. Silently they filed into the church, huddling together before the altar.
Picard repeated his question and as he saw a number of German soldiers following the women and children into the church he felt the hairs prickle at the back of his neck. When the last woman was in, Heist dropped the locking bar. Sealing the church.
The Germans stood side by side before him, facing the frightened group. An unearthly silence hung over the church.
Madame Caulaincourt sat down on the end of a pew and smiled up at Maria who was watching the Germans. Madame Roget felt something warm and wet trickling down her arm. The small child she was holding had begun to urinate.
�What are you and your men doing?� protested Picard. �You cannot bring weapons into the house of God.�
Without warning, Heist brought the butt of the Luger sharply across the priest�s face. He staggered, blood dribbling from his split lip. He licked a tongue across the swollen, bloody cleft.
�Get over there with the rest of them,� snapped the S.S. man. The priest tottered drunkenly towards the women, who made a space for him to sit down.
Pauline Roget grabbed his arm and babbled, �Father, they�re going to kill us.�
Picard took her hand and stood up. He knelt before the altar and crossed himself.
Then they heard gunfire.
The staccato rattle of two machine-guns, drilling like powerful sewing-machines. The firing was coming from outside.
From the square.
One of the women screamed. Maria Pascal murmured one word, �Jean.�
The men, a hundred and fifty of them, were being shot. Cut down like corn with a scythe of lead. Even the watching Germans were mesmerised as they watched the entire male population of a village being massacred.
Herzog shuddered as he heard the firing. Steikel swallowed hard, he felt sick.
�Fire,� shouted Heist and the sound of twenty sub-guns rattled around the church as they were cocked. Another scream.
Then silence.
The men stood facing their intended victims, unable to pull triggers.
�Fire,� screamed Heist again, his voice growing more forceful.
Herzog clenched his teeth until they ached. Kneeling before him in the aisle, two women were praying. He couldn�t tear his gaze away from them. Fritz was shaking, the barrel of the Schmeiser bouncing madly in his grip.
�Tell them to fire,� snarled Heist, pressing the Luger against Herzog�s temple, �tell them.�
Bonhof tightened his finger on the trigger and sent a stream of bullets into the crowd. Half a dozen fell. Blood splashed warmly onto the altar-cloth and onto Father Picard.
He began to pray, �Our Father, who art in heaven, hallowed be thy name��
Herzog began to shake his head.
�Tell them to fire,� shrieked Heist, �fire.�
The next scream Herzog heard was his own. His finger jerked on the trigger and suddenly the church was swallowed up in a wild cacophony of roaring machine-guns and screaming. Herzog shouted something at the top of his voice but he couldn�t hear himself. He saw nothing, his eyes were closed.
��deliver us from evil, for thine is the Kingdom, the power and the Glory, for ever and ever, amen.�
Amen.

PART II
A QUESTION OF HONOUR


Chapter Eight

It was a familiar chain of sounds. The dull thud of the muzzle retort, the high-pitched scream as the shell sped to earth and the deafening roar as it exploded.
�Shit,� snarled Steikel, hugging the side of the trench. The flood of earth spattered down into the trench, showering the men. Steikel peered cautiously over the parapet of the trench towards the thick woods from which the shells were coming. Tossed by a battery of British six-pounders.
Banks of mist, combined with smoke, drifted in front of the guns, making them visible only by their muzzle flashes.
Far behind the foremost trench, the big German 75s thundered back, their shells blasting trees into matchwood.
�How much longer?� muttered Fritz, straining his ears for some sound of movement from behind the mist. They had been waiting for hours with nothing but the insistent thundering of the guns. Entrenched, as they were, thirty miles beyond St Sarall which they had left two days earlier.
An optimistic burst of machine-gun fire tore up the ground in front of the parapet. The German artillery replied more positively, momentarily deafening their gunners. Smoking shell-cases dropped from open breeches and hissed angrily on the damp earth.
Steikel sat down on an empty ammunition-box and lit a cigarette. The trench rocked as three explosions tore craters in the ground and spilled the big Austrian from his seat. Swearing, he recovered and took a long draw on the fag. Another blast and, from further down the trench, a scream of agony.
�Some poor sod�s got it,� said Erhardt.
�At least it�s not one of us,� said Steikel thankfully. He blew out a long stream of smoke, watching as it formed wisps in the crisp air.
�Why do they wait?� wondered Fritz. �Why not get it over with?� He kicked the wall of the trench in frustration and rechecked his rifle, adjusting the sight.
�The sergeant�s coming,� said Erhardt, nodding towards a running figure, dodging quickly along the floor of the trench. A shell fell right on the lip, blasting a man into the air. A shower of dark earth funnelled up and Herzog ducked beneath it. He scurried on and finally dropped down again, beside Steikel, just as another shell tore open part of the breastwork.
�They�ve got the range at last,� he said.
Brushing a speck of dirt from the lenses of the binoculars, he crossed to the step and looked out across the stretch of pockmarked ground which separated the British from them. As the mist parted, Herzog caught sight of a tank outlined clearly in the shelter of the woods. A Churchill. He adjusted the focus on the binoculars and scanned the wood, spotting two more of the steel juggernauts. They would be used to spearhead the attack. Herzog lowered the binoculars and ran a professional eye over the German fortifications.
He smiled. They were defending a strong position, the British would have to attack uphill through ground turned to liquid mud by shell-bursts and torrential rain. It was difficult terrain for tanks, worse for men. But on the left of their position was a main road. It offered a firmer base for tanks and might even be used in an outflanking manouvere. That was why Dorn had positioned his Tiger tanks there. Churchills were no match for Tigers.
Herzog pulled the P-38 from his belt and cocked it.
�Now,� he began, �there are more of them than there are of us, so we don�t want any heroics. Dorn and his tanks are covering us so, if it gets too hot, get the hell out. Right?�
�Are those Major Sturn�s orders?� asked Bonhof.
Herzog spun round. �They�re my orders� he snapped.
�They�re coming,� said Erhardt, matter-of-factly. He lifted the MG42 up onto the parapet and opened the tripod. The metal legs sank into the mud. Erhardt squinted down the sight and saw the first wave of British infantry scuttling forward from the cover of the woods, trying to stay behind the five Churchills preceding them. The German artillery redoubled its efforts and more heavy shells began to fall into the sea of khaki which surged forward.
Steikel unscrewed the cap of a stick grenade and leant back against the wall of the trench. Something dug sharply into his ribs and he jumped forward. Muttering to himself, he began to inspect the battered wall and found what he was looking for. It was a small package, wrapped in plastic sheeting, hidden from view by a thin layer of mud.
�What the hell is this?� he demanded, tugging at the recalcitrant package which clung firmly to the trench wall despite his efforts to move it.
�It�s dynamite,� said Herzog, flatly.
�Dynamite?� repeated the big Austrian, shocked. He hurriedly released his grip on the package and stepped back.
�The whole trench is wired,� continued Herzog, �two thousand pounds of it.�
�Why?� demanded Steikel.
�In case we can�t hold the position, the second the British get in, the whole lot goes up.�
A shell exploded a yard or two in front of the trench, sending cascades of earth and small rocks into the air.
�What if one of those hits this lot?� asked Steikel, pointing to the dynamite.
Herzog made a sweeping gesture with his hands. �Bang.�
�Very reassuring,� muttered the big Austrian and sat down in the mud.
The British were approaching the lines of barbed wire which protected the rise up to the first German trench. They struggled through the glutinous mud trying to run. The muck gripped their ankles, holding them back.
Erhardt pressed the butt of the MG to his shoulder and squinted down the sight, waiting for them to come in range. The advancing tanks spat streams of tracer towards the German position as they crawled slowly through the mud, like dinosaurs. The German 75s thundered and a fusillade of explosions sent bodies and mounds of earth flying into the weeping sky.
A tall sergeant, flung by an explosion, crashed into the barbed wire, shrieking as it tore his flesh. Even before he could move, those following had used his body as a bridge across the cruel spikes. The tanks crushed down what remained of the barrier. Herzog broke off a square of chocolate and popped it into his mouth, chewing thoughtfully. As he watched, many of the British leapt aboard the tanks to be carried safely past the wire. Others followed their example or merely passed the route flattened out by the Churchills. Herzog chose his moment, carefully.
�Fire,� he bellowed.
The German trench came to life, pouring fire into the oncoming ranks. The incessant rattle of automatic weapons was deafening, all the time supported by the roaring of cannon and the screams of agony.
The music of war.
Men fell in heaps but now they were over the wire. Yelling like maniacs, the ranks of khaki men rushed towards the German trenches.
Vastly outnumbered, the Germans were swiftly overwhelmed. Herzog looked up and saw more and more British troops spilling into the trench while on the left two Churchills and a number of men were gaining valuable ground. The sergeant realised that his men were in grave danger of being caught in a crossfire.
�Move out,� he shouted, hurling a grenade.
Erhardt snatched up the MG 42 and fired it from the hip, bringing down a group of soldiers advancing towards him. One of them managed to get a shot off and the German crashed to the ground. His knee shattered by the bullet. Steikel snatched up the discarded weapon and covered them as they ran for the connecting trench. Erhardt, supported by Fritz, dragging his pulverised leg as if it were rotted wood.
Thirty other Germans followed them into the second line trench.
Herzog saw Corporal Meininger hunched over the detonator and as he ran past he yelled, �Now.�
The burly corporal nodded and pushed down the plunger.
The ground shook as two thousand pounds of explosives went off. A curtain of earth, fully fifty feet high, rose into the air and British troops standing nearby were buried alive under tons of blood-soaked, reeking mud. A Churchill was lifted into the air, turned a somersault and crashed to earth on its turret, its tracks facing skyward it lay like some gigantic stricken tortoise.
And now the Tigers rolled forward, driving back the remaining khaki men and tanks.
Steikel dropped to his knees, panting. He exhaled and spat.
�Jesus, that was close.�
�Where�s Bonhof?� asked Herzog, looking round.
�Dead,� explained Fritz, clutching an injured hand, �bayonet in the guts.�
Two stretcher-bearers arrived and dumped Erhardt unceremoniously on the stretcher. He gritted his teeth and smiled at Herzog as they carried him away.
�They�ll probably cut his fucking leg off,� murmured Steikel, watching the medics disappear.
�Maybe,� said Herzog, �But it�s better than being dead.�
He peered out over the body-strewn battlefield and saw the Tigers rolling back towards their own lines, a group of smouldering Churchills underlining their superiority. The British artillery, from the safety of the woods, fired a few token shots after them.
Steikel grinned, the familiar brown and rotten smile. �That�ll keep those khaki buggers quiet for a while,� he chuckled.
No sooner had the words left his lips than a familiar sound filled the air. The arc of a shell. It exploded with a roar, hurling lumps of earth into the air.
�You were saying,� muttered Herzog, raising one eyebrow.

Chapter Nine

The oil-lamp threw out long shadows, burning with a small yellow flame it lit the centre of the room but was not powerful enough to drive away the darkness which lurked around the walls.
Each fresh explosion sent a stream of dust and earth falling to the floor of the bunker. It seemed as if the entire flimsy structure were going to collapse at any minute. Major Sturn sighed and looked up, feeling somewhat reassured by the sight of the heavy beams which held the roof up. He turned up the wick of the lamp and brushed some particles of dust from the pile of papers which lay before him. He poured himself a glass of French brandy and sat back, warming the brown liquid, rolling the fat glass between his palms. He pulled at the lobe of his one ear and, for the hundredth time that night, looked at the document before him. Beneath his own signature he read the efficient hand of General Wimmer, Divisional Commander, and, across from that, two more signatures. Both of them rubber-stamped.
Adolf Hitler.
Heinrich Himmler.
The major picked up the paper and read it, although he already knew the contents by heart. There were twenty names on the paper. And a date. June 10th 1944. Sturn absent-mindedly began toying with the Iron Cross on his jacket and read the names of the men who were also to receive the medal. He smiled, and they were to receive it for the same reason as he had won his own. For their part in the fight against the terrorists. St Sarall, 10th June, 1944.
�Sergeant Herzog reporting as ordered.�
The voice startled Sturn and he looked up. Herzog saluted, wondering if he could detect the beginnings of a smile on his superior�s lips. He discarded the thought.
�Sit down, sergeant,� said Sturn, good-naturedly, motioning to a chair. Herzog accepted the offer and now saw that Sturn was smiling. This display of emotion was so blatantly out of character that it made the sergeant feel uneasy. His bewilderment grew as Sturn pushed a glass of brandy towards him.
�To the F�hrer,� said Sturn, raising his own glass.
�To the end of the war,� mumbled Herzog, swallowing a great gulp of the fiery liquid.
�Quite. To the end of the war, and to victory.�
Herzog ignored the remark. �Do you want my report now, sir?�
Sturn waved the suggestion aside. �No. No. I did not send for you for that reason. I have some good news for you.�
Herzog�s expression didn�t alter. He watched expectantly as the major picked up the piece of paper before him and tapped it with his index-finger.
�There are twenty names on this, sergeant,� he explained, �yours amongst them. They are the names of men who are to be awarded the Iron Cross.�
�Why?� Herzog said, impassively.
�Does that matter?� laughed the major.
�Yes.�
�For service to the F�hrer of course, for your part in the fight against terrorists, against the resistance.�
�You mean the village. St Sarall?�
�Of course. But why question the reason? You are to be awarded the most coveted medal in the German army, some men would give their right arm for it,� he grinned, �some have.�
Herzog was unmoved. He reached for the paper and read quickly, his blue eyes skimming over the typed words.
�Terrorists and partisans,� said the sergeant, replacing the paper. �Shouldn�t it read women and children?�
�What is the difference?�
�There is a lot of difference.�
�Your job as a soldier is to obey orders.�
�But no one says I have to agree with them.�
Sturn�s mood darkened. �It doesn�t matter to me if you agree or not, only that you obey. This business with the Iron Cross has a definite purpose and you will not interfere with that purpose.�
Herzog looked suspicious. �And what is that purpose?�
Sturn paused for a moment, his voice becoming reflective. �As you know, our position is, to say the least, unstable. We are short of troops, ammunition and weapons and, most important of all, morale is practically non-existent. Divisional H.Q. felt that morale would be strengthened if a number of men were awarded the Iron Cross.�
Herzog clenched his teeth. �So you mean that six hundred men, women and children were slaughtered for the sake of morale?�
�There had been resistance activity in that area, you know that,� said Sturn, as if defending the decision.
�But there was no evidence that it was centred in St Sarall.�
�That doesn�t matter, that wasn�t the object of the exercise.�
�Exercise,� shouted Herzog, �you call six hundred lives an exercise?�
�That�s enough,� snarled Sturn, banging hard on the desk-top. �Remember your rank.�
Herzog clenched his fists until the knuckles turned white. The anger was seething within him.
Sturn regarded him cooly. �Your personal principles are of no concern to me,� he said.
�And fighting a war which has been lost for over a year is no concern of mine,� growled the sergeant, unable to contain himself.
Sturn smiled, mirthlessly. �You just obey orders, Herzog.�
�I cannot answer for my men.�
�Your men will also do as ordered, I hold you responsible.� Sturn leant forward across the desk, a note of softness returning to his voice. �There is no room for principle in this army.� He poured more brandy into the sergeant�s glass. Herzog took the glass and stared into it, looking at the distorted image of his superior through the murky brown liquid. He swallowed its contents in one gulp.
�What about the men who were killed today?� he asked, setting the glass down.
�Their medals will be awarded posthumously of course,� Sturn told him. �Remember in this case it is the gesture which counts rather than the reasoning behind it.�
Herzog sighed. �Will there be anything else, sir?�
Sturn shook his head. �You may leave.�
Herzog got to his feet and saluted, standing there until his superior did likewise. The major studied this young man who stood before him. The dirty uniform, smelling of sweat and blood. Stick grenades jammed into his belt beside the P-38, half of his collar and one shoulder-strap torn off by an explosion. The beginnings of a beard licking across his face, interrupted across the left cheek by a vicious crescent-shaped scar.
Sturn saluted. �Let us hope that morale is restored,� he added.
Herzog nodded. �Yes sir, so do I. there can�t be many more villages like St Sarall left. Just in case we have to do the same thing again.�
He turned his back on the major and scrambled out through the narrow doorway into the trench. He stood still for a moment watching his breath forming gossamer clouds in the cold night air. The mud was rock-hard as he walked back towards his own dugout. Particles of frost sparkled like millions of tiny diamonds in the moonlight. Herzog stepped up onto the firing platform and looked out across the battlefield. The dark outline of corpses and wrecked vehicles stood out starkly, bathed in an unearthly blue light. Friend and foe were indistinguishable in the pale glow. As he watched, a fox, hungry enough to leave the safety of its lair, ventured forward from the wreck of a Churchill to gnaw at the petrified headless corpse of a German officer. Herzog watched the animal trying to wring lumps of meat from the body, already stiff with rigor-mortis. It chewed contentedly at the shattered stump of the neck. He stepped down from the platform and continued through the trench, nodding to sentries as he passed. They saluted and smiled. Herzog was a popular man. He glanced towards the north. There, the sky was not black but a vivid blood-red and the faint rumbling of cannon-fire could be heard evidence that the British were pressing forward in some sector. It looked as if sunrise had come early.
The dugout was smoky when he entered it, the smoke coming from a small portable stove that Steikel had picked up three miles back. It made the room stink but at least it gave them some warmth. The men were sitting around engaged in various pastimes, cleaning equipment or tending to wounds. The atmosphere was subdued.
�What did our illustrious major want?� said Steikel, watching as Herzog slipped off his belt and lay down on the rough bed in the corner of the dugout. Another acquisition of some miles back. Herzog reached for the bottle of wine which stood beside the bed and swallowed a large mouthful.
�Anything important?� the big Austrian persisted.
Herzog shrugged, smiled wanly and put the bottle down. �Nothing important,� he said, then, as an afterthought, �not yet.�

Chapter Ten

Day didn�t so much break, as split. The sky slowly became brighter as the moon retreated and grey storm-clouds began to take precedence over the blackness of night. Herzog watched the steady drips of moisture as they fell through the canvas flap of the lorry they were travelling in.
�Well,� said Steikel, �it beats walking, that�s all I can say.� He patted the side of the Krupp and began picking his nails with his bayonet. The lorry swerved to avoid two dead horses which were lying in the road, causing the men inside to tumble about. The big Austrian nearly cut his finger off. He leapt to his feet and banged on the cabin partition.
�Be careful, you silly sod,� he shouted, �you�ll have us out on the road.�
As if to emphasise his concern, the Krupp�s tailboard flapped open with a loud crash. The two men sitting nearest hurriedly closed it.
�I thought you said it was better than walking,� said Fritz, lighting a cigarette. He sucked heavily on it and then handed it to Lerner who was seated beside him. Beneath his tunic his shoulder was heavily bandaged, the result of a wound sustained just a day earlier. The bullet had shattered his collar-bone. The doctor had removed the offending missile but had been unable to set the broken bone, consequently Lerner�s arm hung limply at his side, the skin an unearthly white. He had been pumped full of cocaine and sent back to duty. It was the best way, a swift remedy, in the eyes of a Nazi doctor, was the best remedy. Lerner could feel fragments of jagged bone working their way out of the wound.
Erhardt bit his lip and tried to massage some life back into his leg. He struggled uncomfortably, unable to restore the circulation or to rid himself of the maddening cramp which bit at his calf and foot. The bandage around his knee and thigh had been bound so tightly that it practically cut off the circulation. The leg was held, rigid, by two splints on either side of the shattered knee-cap, wound round by lengths of bandage. The dirty trousers which he wore had been cut away just above the knee, revealing the heavily padded injury. He had been allowed to remain in hospital for barely two days.
�The doctor said that he couldn�t stand shirkers,� he informed the other men, �said that I should have been proud to be wounded for the F�hrer.�
�I�d have told him to fuck off,� snarled Steikel, sending a lump of gob out of the rear of the truck.
Herzog shook his head resignedly and took a bar of chocolate from his pocket. �It�ll get to the stage where wounded men won�t even be allowed to leave their posts, they�ll have to stand and fight and shout Heil Hitler while they bleed to death.� He broke off a square of chocolate and popped it into his mouth.
�Why couldn�t we have been born in England?� pondered Fritz. �At least we wouldn�t have been part of this stinking army.�
Herzog smiled. �No, we�d have been part of their army instead. No matter where we were, we�d all have ended up in somebody�s fucking army.�
�Why complain, Wolf?� asked Steikel. �You and I volunteered. We would have been soldiers anyway.�
Herzog chuckled, mirthlessly. �Volunteered. For an army where they give you the Iron Cross for murdering women and children.�
As if a switch had been thrown, silence fell, broken only by the powerful hum of the Krupp�s engine. All heads turned towards the sergeant, bewilderment smeared across their faces.
�I don�t understand, Wolf,� said Steikel, quietly.
Herzog exhaled deeply. �You don�t have to understand.�
The Austrian raised his voice. �Yes I do.�
Herzog sighed and stroked a finger across his eyebrow.
�For our part in the fight against French Partisans,� there was a note of tired resignation in his voice, �we are all to be awarded the Iron Cross.� The resignation slowly turned to anger. �The twenty men who took part in that slaughter at St Sarall are to be decorated, courtesy of Divisional H.Q. and the F�hrer.�
For long seconds no one spoke. Erhardt put a hand to his stomach to quieten its conspicuous rumbling.
�It�s to boost morale,� continued the sergeant. �Sturn told me that the General Staff thought it would help.�
The Krupp twisted violently as it ran over a shell-hole but this time no one complained. Erhardt cleared his throat.
�Is that why we were taken out of the front line?� he asked.
Herzog nodded slowly. �Yes, to receive the medals.�
�They can stick their medals up their arse,� snarled Steikel, angrily.
�I wondered why we were travelling south,� muttered Fritz, considering the battered compass which he always carried, stolen from a dead tank-commander. �Divisional Headquarters.�
Herzog nodded again.
�But why didn�t you tell us?� demanded Steikel. �How long have you known?�
Herzog sighed. �Sturn told me a day ago, I saw no reason to tell you.�
�No reason,� snapped Steikel, angrily. �Aren�t we entitled to know? If the fucking General Staff are pissing about with me, I like to know about it. I have the right.�
�Right?� laughed Herzog, bitterly. �Rights, in this fucking army. Steikel, don�t be a fool.�
�You should have told us,� he persisted.
�What difference would it make? Once the General staff get an idea into their heads there�s no shifting it. You have no choice.�
�And you?�
Herzog did not answer, he was staring out at the grey day which was falling rapidly away behind the Krupp.
*
The massive stone eagle which towered over the parade-ground glared down with malignant eyes onto the Krupp parked beneath it. On either side of the petrified bird hung two red flags, soaked by the persistant drizzle. They hung impotently by their staffs, the red material slowly suffocating the vicious black swastikas at their centres.
A group of about twenty Hitler Youth were being drilled by a tall, red-faced officer with one arm. He was carrying a riding-crop and he was whacking it, frenziedly, against his shining leather boots. His gyrations coincided with the movements of the young troops, few of whom had reached the age of sixteen and it seemed to be a monumental effort for them to perform the complex movements with the heavy Mauser rifles. The one-armed officer bellowed at them until his face turned purple. Steikel poked his head around the canvas flap of the Krupp and glanced in the direction of the hoarse shouting. The officer was jumping up and down like a lunatic, waving his riding-crop in the air. He looked like a jockey trying to win a race with a dead horse. One of the young boys dropped his rifle. On the verge of tears, he scooped it up again, trying to ignore the verbal assault which swept over him from the apoplectic officer.
Herzog unbolted the tail-board and jumped down from the truck. He muttered something derisory about the weather, adding a few words about the shouting officer. He straightened his equipment belt and ordered the other men out. Jumping down into the courtyard, they cast appraising glances over their dismal surroundings. The grey, monolithic buildings looked as though they had been hacked from lumps of solid granite rather than built brick by brick. Herzog stroked his chin thoughtfully and looked up at what he thought was the barracks. Above, the eagle and two flags dominated the skyline, the stone bird throwing a shadow over the courtyard which appeared not to need the aid of the sun. The growing wind whipped a curtain of drizzle across the parade-ground towards a building only slightly less intimidating in its architectural severity. Officer�s quarters, thought Herzog and his assumption was confirmed as he saw a young captain descending the stone steps, buttoning his full-length leather coat. He glanced at the hastily formed line of German troops and nodded as if answering an inwardly asked question.
The two men saluted one another Herzog was told to form his men up in a straight line facing the officers quarters. This done, the captain disappeared into the barracks. Herzog watched him go then made sure the order was executed.
General Wimmer clasped his hands behind his back and shuffled his fingers as if they were fleshy playing-cards. From the top-most storey of the officers� quarters he peered out onto the parade-ground, accentuating his perpetual squint in an effort to discern the identity of the unkempt troops who were assembled below him. Annoyed at his inability to do so, he turned his back on the sodden parade-ground and walked back to the blazing log fire nestling in the grate. He reached for the glass of schnaps which he had placed on the mantlepiece. Sipping it, he brushed his lips with the knuckle of his index-finger and exhaled deeply. If General Wimmer had a weakness, it was drink. It was one of the few things in life which he could enjoy purely for what it was. To him, everything else was a competition. War, women, business. Anything to which the rules of conflict could be applied. He shuffled irritably and nodded towards the window.
�Have you seen them?� he asked, taking another sip of the liquor.
General Ernst Kernel hauled himself out of his chair and hobbled across to the window, slapping the thigh of his right leg, trying to dispel the pain which periodically crippled him. It always seemed worse in wet weather. During the last week or so it had become increasingly unbearable. The source of the pain was a wound which he had received at Verdun in 1916. He had been a boy then, eighteen years old, a private in the 4th Brandenburg regiment. Now all that had changed. After the war he had married the daughter of a field-marshal and promotion had come rapidly. Now he was forty-seven and he was an old man for all that. A steady invasion of grey had, over the years, transformed his hair into quicksilver. Conspicuous by its contrast was the black moustache which swept across his top lip, the ends curling up towards his blue eyes. Framed by thickly folded skin, they sparkled with a lustre which seemed to have deserted the rest of his body. He inhaled breathlessly and leant on the window-sill, the occasional cough racking his body. Bronchitis, another reminder of the trenches.
�I thought there were meant to be twenty,� he wheezed, hurriedly counting the figures on the parade-ground, �where are the others?�
�Dead,� announced Wimmer. He reached for the cut-glass decanter and refilled his glass, watching as the tiny air bubbles rose to the surface of the liquid, waiting until they disappeared before he took a sip of the alcohol. Kernel turned to him with a questioning stare and pointed with a shaking hand to the parade-ground.
�There are only eleven of them,� he said.
�I told you,� repeated Wimmer, impatiently, �the others are dead.�
�What will happen to their medals?�
�They will be sent to the families, they will be told how their loved ones died fighting for the F�hrer.� He smiled thinly.
�Painlessly,� muttered Kemel.
Wimmer frowned. �What did you say?�
�I said painlessly. On the postcards, it always says that the men died quickly or painlessly in the name of the F�hrer.� Wimmer nodded and crossed to the window. �They�re filthy,� he muttered, �we have scum fighting for us now.� He glanced across at the section of Hitler Youth. �Scum and children.�
�What does it matter as long as they�re able to fight?�
Wimmer turned away from the window. �Come now, Kemel, it isn�t only a matter of fighting ability, the appearance of a soldier is important. A slovenly appearance means a slovenly attitude, no attention to discipline.�
�One fights wars on battlefields, not on parade-grounds.�
Wimmer sneered and drained his glass. �Come on, let�s get it over with.�
Kemel nodded and finished what was left in his glass. He picked up his peaked cap and held it up, brushing an imaginary speck of dust from the peak, squinting at the tired visage reflected in the sparkling leather. He quickly composed himself before the full-length mirror then followed Wimmer out.
Herzog was the first to see the two generals. They appeared in a blaze of medals and shining leather. The sergeant could see that the leading man had a small wooden box under his arm. The men drew themselves to attention, ignoring the rain which coursed down their faces like tears. Wimmer quickened his pace and Kemel struggled to keep up with him. Both were anxious to return to the warmth of the office. Wimmer sighed this was one of the drawbacks of being Divisional Commander. Kemel caught up with him and struggled to keep in step. His leg was throbbing.
The two generals paused a yard or two from the line of men and Herzog saw Wimmer wrinkle his nose as he cast a disapproving glance over the men. Pompous bastard, thought the sergeant, another one who�s never seen a uniform unless its in the barracks. He guessed that the general must have been in his early forties and he carried the affected sneer which seemed, to Herzog, to epitomise Wehrmacht officers.
As the men watched, Wimmer flipped open the box, revealing two neat rows of sparkling medals. Rain splashed onto the thick, blood-red velvet lining of the box. Herzog bit his lip.
The Iron Cross.
Wimmer and Kernel stood still, the rain bouncing off their leather coats. What the hell were they waiting for? No one moved. It was like a play where the actors had all forgotten their lines. Then they all heard it, the steady crash of steel-shod boots, coming from the barracks. It grew steadily into a climax. Herzog afforded himself a fleeting glance out of his eye corner and he saw the first trickle of what rapidly became a torrent. Long lines of German troops, led by shouting officers, marched swiftly into the parade ground and formed up in lines, company strength. There looked as though there must have been nearly five hundred of them, all arrayed in arrow-straight lines facing the sergeant and his bewildered men. As one man, the troops saluted. Old men, youths, the final desperate dregs of the master race. They stood still in the driving rain. An order was snapped out and the first rumblings began, not very musical but adequate for the occasion.
�Deutschland, Deutschland, �ber Alles, �ber alles��
The five hundred rain-sodden men tried to raise their voices as Wimmer stepped forward, taking one of the medals from the box. He pinned it on Erhardt�s chest and saluted, passing down the line. Fritz, salute. Steikel, salute. Until, finally, Herzog. The general looped the red, white and black ribbon through the sergeant�s second button-hole and stood back. The medal gleamed. Herzog felt his stomach contract. It was a feeling he had not known for a long time. Disgust.
The troops finished singing. The gesture was complete. Wimmer paused for a moment, as if he thought he should be saying something, but then he and Kernel turned and headed back towards the officer�s quarters. As the generals left, so did the watching troops. The square was empty again. Just Herzog and his men stood in the rain, silently like sentinels. The sergeant shook himself up and ordered his men into the waiting Krupp. The driver started the engine and the truck began to creep forward. Herzog swung himself up onto the tailboard and stood, for a moment, gazing out across the courtyard, then, without looking, he plucked the Iron Cross from his jacket and dropped it into his top pocket.

Chapter Eleven

Herzog found that, with his steel helmet on, it was practically impossible for anyone to see the bandages which covered his head. The doctor had told him that they could be removed in two or three days.
Two or three days. He sighed as he composed himself before the dirty mirror in the dugout. Two or three days. He frowned at the reflection, tucking a piece of gauze up out of sight. The wound was throbbing. The numbness gradually giving way to pain.
It had happened in some pissant little French town he didn�t even know the name of. The same blast that wounded him killed Steikel and Erhardt. Fritz had been burned alive in a ruined house nearly a week since. Herzog looked around the dugout at his �replacement� troops. Fucking kids, all of them. He doubted if there was one over twenty. Herzog wondered where the next batch of recuits would come from.
The asylums perhaps?
He vaulted the low barbed-wire fence which covered the approaches to Sturn�s dugout, nodded to the sentry outside and walked in. The major was sitting over a map and the cigar was burning down which he held, getting dangerously near the knuckle.
Formalities over, Sturn told the sergeant to sit down. He watched as Herzog did so, removing his helmet and exposing the mass of bandages.
�How are you feeling?� asked Sturn.
Herzog shrugged. �Better.�
�What do you think of your new section?� asked Sturn, tapping his cigar against the edge of his desk so that the ash fell on the floor.
�I hadn�t really thought about it.�
�Are you satisfied with it?�
�I have children to replace soldiers, do you expect me to be satisfied?�
There was an uncomfortable silence and Sturn threw the sergeant a malevolent glance.
�Your Iron Cross, sergeant,� said Sturn, �you are not wearing it. Where is it?�
�I have it,� answered Herzog, sharply.
�Why are you not wearing it?�
�Do you want my report, sir?�
�I asked you a question. Why aren�t you wearing it?�
�Do we have to discuss it again, sir?� said Herzog, tiredly.
Sturn stubbed out his cigar on a pile of papers. �There is nothing to discuss any more. You have the Iron Cross, you will wear it.�
Herzog made to stand up. �No sir, I will not.�
�Sit down,� shouted Sturn, his face darkening, �I have not finished.� Herzog sat. �You have been warned repeatedly, Herzog. You were told before you received the medal why it was being presented, the reason you and your men were used. Yet you still continue to obstruct the plan.�
�To hell with the plan,� bellowed Herzog, rising, �and to Hell with Germany.�
Sturn drew the Mauser pistol from his holster and pointed it at the sergeant. �Then you leave me no choice. You are under arrest.� He walked around and pulled the P-38 from Herzog�s belt, calling for the sentry as he did so. �I told you there was no room for principle in this army.� Herzog held his gaze impassively. The sentry entered the dugout, saluted, then stopped dead, puzzled by the scene before him. Sturn saw him staring.
�Wake up, man,� he snapped. �Take Sergeant Herzog to his quarters and confine him there.� The private swallowed hard and nodded. Herzog pushed past him leaving a last hateful glance with his superior.
*
The candle was dying, burnt low, with a final acrid weeping of black smoke, it went out. Herzog sat up and rubbed his eyes, glancing about the darkened room. The tarnished silver beam of a watery moon trickled through the door of the dugout, prodding the forms of the sleeping men. Herzog heard guttural breathing and realised that it was his own. He swung his legs off the bed and sat there for a moment, listening to the silence. The low rumble of thunder mingled with the faraway pounding of artillery. Herzog stood up and crossed to the doorway. It was then that he saw the car.
Something at the back of his mind told him he had seen the car before. A huge black Mercedes, a tiny pennant fluttering on the bonnet. The vehicle looked even more menacing in the moonlight. Herzog squinted into the darkness and saw two men standing beside the car, almost invisible because of their black uniforms. S.S. He whispered the words to himself and rubbed his forehead leaning against the wall until the dizziness passed, then he went and sat down, wondering how long they would be.
The hands of his watch had crawled on less than ten minutes when he heard the men approaching. There were two of them. Big men, clad from head to foot in black, the silver death�s-heads on their caps winking through the darkness. Herzog rose to greet them, recognising one of the men as Colonel Axon. The S.S. man sneered and crossed to the sergeant.
�Herzog,� he said quietly, looking as though he were enjoying the situation.
The sergeant saluted and stared straight back at Axon, who motioned to the guard. The big man advanced and levelled his MP 40 at Herzog. The sergeant needed no prompting. He scrambled through the door of the dugout, followed by the two S.S. men. They crossed to the car, the mud clinging to their boots. As they approached it, a third man stepped out and opened one of the rear doors. Herzog hesitated, looking round at the guard. The man prodded him in the ribs with the barrel of the sub-gun and the sergeant climbed in. The big guard slid across beside him. Axon got in beside the driver and the engine purred into life. The black wheels spun, sending gouts of mud and water spurting into the air. Slowly the Merc. moved off and Herzog glanced out of the back window across the horizon to where the sky was bleeding to death, lit by the fire of a thousand cannon.
As the car picked up speed, the war began to seem just that, something which lay just over the next horizon, never quite getting there.
Herzog looked up at the guard and smiled.
He was preparing himself for war of another kind.

Chapter Twelve

The short journey to the railway station in Renard was completed in silence. Herzog didn�t want to speak, Axon couldn�t be bothered and the guard had been ordered not to. The big man regarded Herzog contemptuously. He had performed similar duties countless times but, in his mind, he knew he was serving his F�hrer as surely as if he had been fighting the British or Russians. To him, the sergeant was a traitor and, in the reasoning of Klaus Rass, traitors didn�t even deserve a trial. They should be shot on the spot.
The amount of activity which bubbled around the station seemed quite disproportionate to its size. Troop-trains and ammunition-carriers stood by the platforms discharging their various cargos and, at the far end of one platform, in the goods-yard, three new Tiger tanks were being unloaded, each one being manoeuvred carefully from the flat car which had carried it from Germany. The trains carrying troops looked like cattle-trains and the conditions inside often weren�t much better. Inside carriages of twelve feet in length might be crammed fifty men. Those that stepped out onto the platforms at Renard seemed, to Herzog, to be half dead even before they reached the combat area. Some might have been better off dead. The sergeant stood still, flanked by Rass and Axon, and watched the pandemonium grow around them. Further up the line, apparently, a train carrying medical supplies had been derailed. Suggestions ranging from the resistance to Hitler�s need to employ untrained drivers fluttered back and forth up the platform. Axon took off his gloves and banged them against his thigh. He marched off to find the station-master. An officious-looking old codger well into his eighties, he nodded affably at the S.S. man and, ignoring the verbal assault which was launched against him, just kept muttering something about it not being his fault that there was a war on and the line would be cleared as soon as possible. On his way back up the platform, Axon waylaid an officer of Engineers and told him to take his men up the line to aid the clearing operation. Under threat of court-martial, the officer sloped off complaining that there was no justice in the world. Axon walked back to where Rass and Herzog were waiting, watching a group of men unload several crates of phosphorus bombs from an ammunition wagon. The men were sweating profusely, from fear as much as exertion. One slip and the entire platform would become a sea of flame. The officer in charge was standing inside the carriage, making sure that he was well out of the way should anything go wrong.
Axon watched the proceedings for a while then glanced at his watch and began pacing furiously back and forth. Herzog watched him strutting backwards and forwards like some black-clad, mechanical peacock. The sergeant took a bar of chocolate from his pocket and broke off a square. Chewing, he looked up at Rass and the guard met his stare. The two men regarded each other coldly for a second until they were distracted by a crash as one of the men unloading the train dropped a box of egg grenades. The supervising officer dived to the floor of the wagon and covered his head but, luckily, no explosion came. He scrambled angrily to his feet and returned to the job of yelling at his men as they continued loading the deadly cargo. A Krupp had reversed into position and they were pushing the crates into it, the driver sitting contentedly smoking a pipe.
Axon considered his watch again and was delighted to see a locomotive crawling slowly from the tunnel at the far end of the platform. It was carrying about fifteen carriages with it, the last equipped with an anti-aircraft gun. There was a hissing cloud of steam as it came to a halt at the platform. Herzog felt a rough hand on his shoulder, pushing him towards the door of a carriage beside which Axon was standing. The three men climbed in. Axon looked out onto the platform, watching men trying to find places. He knew that none would dare share a carriage with an S.S. colonel.
�Where are we going?� asked Herzog, as he felt the train begin to move.
�Hanover,� Axon told him. Herzog nodded and sat back, watching as the train picked up speed, leaving the station far behind.
*
The darkness was total apart from the rays of the moon. Herzog could only see the outlines of his captors, the colour of their uniforms making them invisible. He felt the consciousness slipping away from him, the gentle rocking of the train and the rhythmic bumping as it passed over sleepers lulling him into a kind of half sleep. A sleep devoid of nightmares. He had lived through to many to dream them. He lay back and began massaging the bridge of his nose between his thumb and forefinger, exhaling deeply. The countryside sped past but he couldn�t see it, he had his eyes shut.
Hanover.
The word hung in his mind like a curtain, one that had been drawn for the last twelve years. He thought of Axon and remembered his own father. A memory flooded into his mind, as bright and angry as it had been the first time. The banging on the door, the clatter of steel-shod boots, the harsh voices. Hands that grabbed his father and dragged him outside. Herzog could still see his mother standing helplessly by as the three S.D. men dragged his father to the floor and kicked him unconscious. The blond hair which Herzog had loved now matted scarlet under the onslaught. Then they had dragged him into the black limousine and driven off. Herzog never saw his father again; he heard he was sent to Dachau. He wondered how long he would be able to stand the beatings and floggings. It was doubtful if he would last long, his father had never been a strong man. His strength was his intellect. But intellect usually meant trouble in a country where thought was strictly forbidden unless it was along Nazi lines.
Herzog blinked hard and the memory disappeared. He found himself staring at Rass who had the MP 40 levelled at his captive. The sergeant closed his eyes and drifted back to 1936.
There had been nine in his family then and he wondered how many remained. Bombing raids had become more frequent and the sergeant wondered if any of them had managed to survive the holocaust. His own presence in the army was, shall one say, preordained. For a young man growing up in the slums of Hanover the most profitable pastime was crime and Herzog had not been slow to recognise its possibilities. But his brushes with the police had become too numerous. Prison or the army. The choice was simple.
He remembered the recruiting office, the photograph of Hitler regarding him with baleful eyes as he stood before the sergeant�s desk, himself a great fat man with halitosis. He had congratulated Herzog and told him now proud he should be. The young man did not bother telling the sergeant that his father was already a victim of the state for which he was volunteering to fight.
Herzog found that the army made something of a bargain with him and thousands of other new recruits. In return for a uniform and a rifle they took your soul, your will-power and any shred of self-respect.
If you let them.
The sergeant jerked his head up and shook himself out of the stupor. A pain throbbed behind his eyes and he had a bitter taste in his mouth. He glanced out of the window to where the sun was stretching rosy fingers across the sky. How long he had been asleep he didn�t know, nor how far the train had come. It just thundered along, passing stations, never slowing down. He began to wonder if it were ever going to stop.
Within two hours they were in Hanover.
*
As the train pulled slowly into the station Herzog was surprised at just how little of the place he remembered. The whole vast amphitheatre was thronged with troops, the entire huge complex filled with a perpetual fog created by the constant discharge of steam from a score of engines waiting by the platforms. Huge brass eagles perched on the roof beams, casting disinterested glazed eyes over the ferment below. Swastika-decorated flags fluttered beside them, stirred by the breeze which swept across the underside of the building. The air was full of the acrid smell of burning wood and coal. Orders crashed back off the walls and disappeared in the form of echoes, all competing against the shrill blasts of train whistles.
Herzog looked out onto the platform beside which their train was coming to a halt and saw the long line of S. S. troops waiting patiently for the engine to stop. As it did, they drew themselves to attention. Axon saw them and smiled as he stood to button his long coat. Rass produced Herzog in the ribs with the barrel of the MP 40 and the sergeant stood up too. The three men felt the bump as the train came to a halt against the buffers. Immediately, doors were flung open and, all along the train, men spilled out onto the platform. As Herzog stepped down, he felt himself being herded into a group of men who were standing at the far end of the platform surrounded by S.S. men. Axon shouted to the men to get in line which they hastily did. This done, he clasped his hands behind his back and began pacing backwards and forwards before the nervous men. Herzog followed his passage with malevolent eyes.
�You all know why you have been brought here,� began the colonel, shouting to make himself heard over the incessant noise in the station, �you are all to stand trial for crimes against the German army.� He stopped pacing and looked at the motley bunch. �You are scum, all of you, cowards, deserters, traitors. There is no place for you in the F�hrer�s army.� His eyes sparkled wickedly. �From here you will be transported to a military prison where you will await trial.� He grinned. �Some of you will not have long to wait.�
The man next to Herzog shivered and swallowed hard. Axon drew the men to attention once more and, flanked by the detachment of S.S., they marched out of the station and into the waiting trucks.
The journey from the station to the prison took less than an hour and during that time the sergeant glanced around at the other occupants of the truck. There were five of them. Some old, some not so old, but all looking pale and drawn. One of them had one eye, another just one arm. The lorry stank of sweat and unwashed bodies, nervous sweat, thought Herzog. He looked around at the men and at the two S.S. guards who sat at one end of the truck, sub-guns cradled across their laps. Both were grinning. He met their gaze and held it.
The truck came to a halt and Herzog looked out into the grey day. The Krupp had come to a halt in a large courtyard and the men were forced out at gun-point. Herzog steadied himself on the tail-board of the truck and prepared to jump down. He was about to move when one of the guards hooked a foot round his ankle. The sergeant tripped and went sprawling, crashing heavily to the ground. Before he could get up, the guard had jumped down and kicked him in the side.
�Get up, you clumsy bastard,� snarled the guard, grinning.
Herzog gritted his teeth and glared up at the S.S. man, the barrel of the MP 40 gaping at him as he scrambled to his feet. It would have been too easy to lash out, that was what they wanted. A prisoner striking a guard could be shot on the spot. It was all part of a day�s work for the S.S.
Herzog ignored the grinning guard and shuffled into line beside the man with one eye. They stood stiffly to attention while a sergeant-major in the S.S. read out a list of names, his amongst them. While that was going on, the sergeant allowed his eyes to rove across the square to where a group of other prisoners were being drilled. At the double. Everything in a military prison was done at the double. Herzog looked up at the vast cell-blocks, three of them, each capable of holding six hundred men. Built so that the areas between the blocks formed a vast square. They also had individual parade-grounds but these were hidden from view behind another vast wall that bisected the grounds. There was not a patch of colour to be seen anywhere. The entire monolithic edifice was grey, even down to the faces of the prisoners. Bars stood at the windows like rotting teeth. All around the high walls, guards paraded, their eyes turned into the courtyard. They walked about on their lofty perches like gods, detached and unmoved by the suffering of their fellow-man far below.
The sergeant-major finished reading his list and snapped his heels sharply together. He bellowed something which the prisoners recognised as �Right turn�. They completed the order and marched off towards the nearest of the three cell-blocks, the S-M at their head.
Sergeant Lieber was interrupted from the joys of rolling a fag by the appearance of the little group.
�Get off your fat arse,� bellowed the S-M, �new prisoners to be inspected.� Lieber nodded and got to his feet.
�Hurry it up, man, Commandant Rivas will want to see them, but not in this filthy condition.�
Lieber saluted smartly and ordered the prisoners to follow him which they did. At the end of a long polished corridor they found a vast shower cubicle.
�Strip,� bellowed Lieber, watching as the men undressed in the freezing-cold room, their skin turning white. He turned on a tap and water spluttered from the dozen or so shower fittings. The men removed the last remnants of their uniforms and lined up, one behind the other. Each carrying the uniform he had worn and what few possessions he had left. As the pathetic bundles were handed to Lieber he swiftly went through the pockets for any money or cigarettes he could find.
Herzog stood to attention and offered his bundle to the sergeant. The close-combat clasp and the Iron Cross lay on top, winking up at Lieber. He looked down at the medals and then at Herzog. Reverently, he placed the bundle beside the others and watched as the sergeant stepped into the freezing shower.
They were left there for five minutes, during which time many of the unfortunate prisoners collapsed, the combination of extreme cold and the fact that they hadn�t eaten for days being to much for them. Those left standing stepped from the shower and were told to line up. The unfortunates who had collapsed were revived by the simple expedient of kicking them in the ribs until they got up. Herzog wondered if his father had gone through all this at Dachau.
He and the other eleven naked prisoners were marched back along the corridor to an office which was completely bare apart from a desk and two chairs. There weren�t even any curtains at the window. Here they stood in a line, dripping onto the cold floor, not having been allowed to dry themselves. The S-M and Lieber stood before them, suddenly jumping to attention as Commandant Rivas entered the room.
He walked slowly around to the front of the line, so that he was facing the prisoners. He squinted at them, touching each on the chest with the end of his riding-crop, outlining the scar which ran across Herzog�s chest. He studied the sergeant�s muscular body with something more than admiration. He looked deeply into Herzog�s eyes and the sergeant felt the hatred rising within him. Not only where they being humiliated, they now had to bear the attentions of a perverted commandant. Rivas prodded the next man in the stomach with the crop, making a white mark in the flesh when he withdrew it. The one-eyed man held his breath and clenched his fists as the commandant began to stir the dark hairs around his navel with the implement, slowly letting it drift to his groin. Rivas grinned crookedly and reached forward, gently squeezing the one-eyed man�s penis in his gloved hand. The prisoner closed his eyes and felt a bead of perspiration pop onto his forehead. Rivas loosened his grip on the man�s penis and turned to the S-M, turning his back on the relieved prisoner.
�What was this man�s crime?� he asked.
�He deserted, sir,� answered the S-M.
�Deserter,� murmured Rivas, still with his back to the prisoner, but, suddenly, he spun round and brought the riding-crop smashing down on the tip of the man�s penis. The one-eyed man wanted to scream, every fibre of his body wanted to yell out his agony but Rivas pressed the point of the riding-crop under his chin and glared at him, as if daring the wretched man to make a sound. His body trembled with suppressed agony and he dug his nails into his palms until blood dribbled through the knuckles. Rivas stepped back, satisfied.
�Take them away,� he snapped and waddled out of the room. No sooner had he left than the one-eyed man sank to his knees sobbing and clutching at his swollen organ with bloodied hands.
�Get up, deserter,� snarled Lieber, but the man only continued to shake his head and moan softly.
The one-eyed man remained in his kneeling position even when Lieber kicked him between the legs. He sagged forward, cracking his head on the stone floor, drawing blood. He was lying in a foetal position when the others were marched out.
None of them saw him again.

Chapter Thirteen

The courtroom was arranged much like the prison which housed it, three vast tables arranged to form a quadrangle, each one attended by a veritable posse of advisors. All except the top table, behind which sat three men, alone but for a pile of documents arranged before them.
A single chair stood before this table. For the prisoner. Herzog picked at the fraying sleeve of his prison overall and looked around him, carefully studying the faces of the three man tribunal before him. All three looked well into their sixties and decidedly uninterested in the proceedings. The string of verdicts and sentences which they had delivered during the morning had become almost monotonous in their regularity and Herzog had waited for a break in this routine.
It was the same in every case.
�Charge?�
�Desertion.�
A moment�s conspiratorial whispering, then the expected answer. �Guilty. Death by hanging.�
Every now and then they varied things and the protesting prisoner was dragged off to be either shot or, in some cases, beheaded. The latter sentence had been pronounced four times so far. Each time for cowardice in the face of the enemy.
As yet, there had been no charge similar to his own of disobeying orders. More than fifty men had passed through the court but all had been deserters or cowards. It appeared that there were fewer men of principle in the German army than he first suspected. He was pondering on his fate when his name was called.
�Prisoner 23958 Herzog, sir. Charged with disobeying an order and causing the morale of his regiment to falter,� said the S-M before retiring to his seat.
The man seated in the centre, behind the desk, General Reinman, looked at the blue file which lay before him. He scanned it briefly, then looked at Herzog.
�You were a sergeant,� he said.
Herzog shrugged. �I still am, sir.�
Reinman frowned. �Yet you still disobeyed an order, which you knew would jeopardise the strength of morale in your regiment.�
�That is not true,� said the sergeant.
�The truth is here,� shouted the man on Reinman�s left, throwing the file down. He was a tall vain man with dandruff. �It is here in black and white, you knowingly put the morale of your regiment at risk by refusing to wear the Iron Cross which you were awarded.�
�The morale of the unit was non-existent anyway.�
Metternicht sat back. �What are you trying to say?�
�I am saying that my refusal to wear the Iron Cross had no more effect on the morale of my men that the string of defeats we had suffered.�
�That is irrelevant. You chose to disobey a specific order even though you realised its importance.� He sneered triumphantly.
�I did not consider it important,� said Herzog, calmly.
Metternicht reddened. �So you consider yourself a better judge of what is important than your superiors?�
�I see more of the front line than them.�
�Meaning what?�
�Meaning that it takes more than a lump of metal to boost the morale of men who have been fighting for a lost cause for over a year.�
An excited babble ran around the courtroom and Metternicht pointed an accusing finger at Herzog.
�The man is a traitor too,� he said. �Need we hear more?�
Herzog shook his head. �I am no traitor. I simply refused to wear the Iron Cross because I did not agree with the reasons for which I was given it.�
Metternicht laughed contemptuously. �Two million men in the German army and there is one with principles.� His eyes narrowed. �You are a fool.�
�I would have been a fool to wear the Iron Cross.�
�Perhaps,� murmured Reinman, �but the order was given for a purpose and you chose to ignore that purpose.�
The three generals began whispering and Herzog could see them nodding and shaking their heads. He could not hear what they were saying. It was probably just a matter of deciding whether he should be shot, hung or beheaded. He began picking at his sleeve again, interrupted by the harsh banging of Reinman�s gavel on the desk top.
�Prisoner will rise,� he said and Herzog did so.
�The verdict of this court,� Reinman began, �is that the prisoner is guilty of disobeying orders.� Herzog�s gaze never faltered as he awaited sentence.
The general looked straight at the sergeant and coughed as if he had difficulty speaking the words. �In the past you have shown ability as a soldier, an ability which will be needed when the F�hrer decides to mount his counter-attack.� Herzog dropped his head in weary astonishment. �Counter-Attack�, Jesus Christ. Reinman continued, �Therefore we have decided that you are more use alive than dead. Your sentence is that you will forfeit your rank and be sent immediately to the Eastern Front where you will join a front-line unit.�
The gavel swung down again. �Next prisoner,� shouted Reinman and Herzog found himself being marched from the courtroom. He glanced over his shoulder at the man who followed him to the single chair in the centre of the room and he saw that it was the man with one arm. He hesitated a moment but Lieber pushed him out. The door slammed behind him and the wheels of justice spun on.
�You were lucky to keep your head,� said Lieber, grinning.
Herzog ignored him.
They reached the end of the corridor and Lieber pushed him into the office. �In here, Private,� he sniggered, emphasising the last word. Herzog stood to attention before the desk and saw a new uniform layed out before him.
�Put it on,� snapped Lieber, throwing the garments at him and Herzog climbed out of the prison overalls into the uniform. Finally he adjusted the belt around his waist which bore the words, �God with us�.
Herzog marched outside to a waiting truck and here, Lieber handed him what few personal belongings he had. The close-combat clasp which he immediately clipped onto his jacket, the cork from a wine-bottle, a half-eaten bar of chocolate and, finally, the Iron Cross. Herzog took the medal and, carefully, slipped it into his top pocket. Lieber handed him his papers and jumped down from the truck, banging the side as he did so. The driver started the engine and soon the lorry was speeding away from the prison. Herzog looked at his watch.
It was two fifteen in the afternoon and the rain was dropping fast. By three, he had reached the station and, by three thirty, he was on a train bound for Poland.

PART III
THE EASTERN FRONT
POLAND 1944


Chapter Fourteen

Herzog held out his papers for stamping and watched as the corporal scrutinised them with his one good eye. He looked at Herzog, then banged the rubber stamp down twice on the papers before handing them back. The former sergeant folded them carefully and pushed them into his pocket before stepping onto the platform. Wind whipped the drizzle into whirlpools across the tracks and Herzog pulled his coat tight around him. He glanced up the track once or twice to see if he could see his train, then he went and sat on a bench in front of the ticket-office. Sighing quietly, he pulled a crumpled yellow sheet from his coat and began reading it. Contained within it were the details of his new regiment, their present strength, their fighting position. Herzog guessed that he must have been about eighty or ninety miles from the front line, where they were, and the train he was waiting for would take him right to the heart of the battle area. Somewhere near Turek although the orders weren�t specific on account of the fact that the position changed daily. A slow retreat, withdrawing a mile or two every day, until they were within three hundred miles of the borders of their own land.
Herzog shook his head and stuffed the sheet back into his coat pocket. He pulled out a half-eaten bar of chocolate and proceeded to devour it.
The train arrived half an hour later and he boarded it finding himself an empty carriage to travel in. As the train moved off again he took off his steel helmet and layed it on the seat beside him, wiping a few spots of rain from it with the corner of his greatcoat. He put his feet upon the opposite seat and lay back, watching the countryside dashing past. It changed noticeably as they drew nearer the battle zone. German troops began to appear in greater profusion, some moving back from the front line in trucks, others trailing in long lines along the shell-pocked roads. The train passed through a station which had been practically demolished by a bombing raid. It couldn�t have been long ago either, thought Herzog, because amongst the remains of gutted buildings lay the bloated corpses of German soldiers. One of the tracks had been blown up and a wrecked train had skewed across into one of the platforms. The entire thing was a wreck, still smouldering in places. Huge lumps of masonry were spread across the goods yard, remnants of the pulverised engine shed.
The train hurried through and at last Herzog began to hear the booming of the guns. He pressed his face to the window and winced through the drizzle towards the noise of the cannon. From behind a range of low hills he could see long geysers of smoke slowly unfurling to form black umbrellas. He guessed that it was no more than two or three miles to the front line.
*
The walk took him around fifty minutes from the station. Following a straight road and the sound of gunfire, he came to half a dozen Krupps parked in a small hollow behind a hill, itself topped by sparse woodland. There was a dirt track leading up through the trees, he assumed to the frontal positions. A group of tents were set up next to the Krupps. Officers� quarters. If anything should go wrong, they would be the first to run. Only the poor bastards in the trenches had to stand where they were until ordered.
He was met and directed to his new unit by a smiling corporal who walked the first few yards with him. He told Herzog what had been happening in the last few days and offered him a cigarette. The former sergeant declined.
There was a loud whoosh and an almighty explosion which showered both men with mud.
�Howitzer,� said the corporal, authoritatively, �they�ve been using them for weeks now. Fucking incendiary shells too.� He smiled cheerfully and walked away, leaving Herzog alone on the crest of the hill, just in front of the trees. From his vantage-point he could see what were hastily constructed attempts at defence works. Piles of sandbags had been heaped along the top of a few quickly dug trenches, makeshift dugouts which looked as though they were going to collapse at any moment were dotted about like gigantic badger sets. Away to the right a battery of 88s were blasting away at the Russian positions. To the left lay the remains of Turek itself, now barely recognisable as a town after three days of constant shelling from both sides. Nearby lay the smouldering wreckage of a King Tiger, one of the Wehrmacht�s newest tanks. It had been blown apart and Herzog could still see the remains of the crew inside the hollow shell.
Another shell exploded near him and he took shelter behind an overturned armoured car. As he stood there he saw a pile of rotting corpses being used as a firing platform for an MG 42. The crew were wearing gas-masks, so foul was the stench rising from the mound of corpses. They had been dragged back from no-man�s-land three days earlier with the intention of burying them but a more practical use had been found for them. Herzog bypassed the machine-gun position and vaulted the low barbed-wire fence which protected the rear of the foremost trench. He looked around and found that there was a man standing on the firing platform. He took one look at Herzog and burst out laughing.
�What the fuck is so funny?� asked the former sergeant.
�Your uniform,� giggled the man, �it�s clean.� He shook his head.
Christ, thought Herzog, I arrive at the Eastern Front and the first man I meet is a raving lunatic. He walked across to the man and glared at him. �So what?�
�It�s unusual to see a clean uniform,� explained the man, �all ours are falling to pieces.� Then something in the back of his mind clicked. �You must be one of the new men.�
Herzog nodded. Three fucking cheers. �I was told to report to Sergeant Foss.�
The man motioned to a dugout which Herzog entered, recoiling at once from the stench of burned flesh. He coughed. Huddled at one corner of the dugout were a group of men, all gathered round something which lay on a groundsheet. One of the men turned, cold eyes staring out from a dirty face.
�Who the fuck are you?� snarled the man, coming towards him. As he did, Herzog saw that he had a long sword hanging from his belt, a Samurai sword, as worn by the Japanese. And, although his mind told him otherwise, Herzog could see that the man was, indeed, a Jap.
�Herzog,� he rasped. �I was told to report to Sergeant Foss.�
�I�m Foss,� announced a tall man with a thick black moustache. Herzog saluted. �You�re our replacement, are you?�
�One of them, sir,� he replied.
�Don�t call me, sir,� said Foss smiling.
�You ain�t no new recruit,� snapped the Jap, pointing to Herzog�s close-combat clasp. �Who the fuck are you?�
�All right, Kahn,� said Foss, stepping between the two men. He asked for Herzog�s papers.
�You come to us from France,� he said.
�By way of Hanover,� said Herzog.
Foss raised an eyebrow. �Court-martial?�
He nodded.
�So how come they not cut your fucking head off, eh?� demanded Kahn.
�What the hell does it matter to you?� said Herzog, irritably.
�I tell you why it matter. It matter �cos you might be fucking Nazi spy.� The Jap moved forward menacingly.
�That�s enough,� said Foss, handing Herzog his papers, �he�s no Nazi spy.� He shook hands warmly. �Leave your kit over there.� He pointed to a corner of the dugout and Herzog saluted. Kahn watched him through eyes made more narrow by anger, then he returned to the thing on the groundsheet. From where Herzog stood he was now sure that the object had once been a man. No longer though. The skin was charred beyond recognition.
�Flamethrower got him,� announced the sergeant, �a day ago.�
�Can�t the medics do anything?� said Herzog.
Driest spat nervously. �Medics? They�re fucking butchers. He knew he was going to die, he wanted to go here. Amongst friends.� He wiped a shivering hand across his forehead and sucked at his cigarette. �God knows who�s going to be next.�
�I�ll lay even money it isn�t me,� laughed Schiller.
�Fuck off,� growled Synovski, a Pole, with thick red hair, �let the poor bastard die in peace.� He walked away from the pitiful scene, followed a second later by the others. Just one remained, kneeling by the charred body, mouthing silent prayers. Herzog could see his lips moving feverishly.
�What�s he doing?� he asked.
�That�s Gustavus,� said Schiller, �he�s been on the Eastern Front for two years and he still thinks that there�s a God up there.� He jerked a thumb skyward. �Ignore him.� He reached into his pocket and produced a pack of cards. �Fancy a game?�
Herzog nodded. �Why not?�
�Anybody else?� Schiller called, brandishing the cards. Three of the other men shuffled over to the centre of the dugout where a makeshift table stood. The men pulled up boxes for seats and Schiller began dealing.
�So, Private Herzog, what brings you to this fine part of the world?� he japed.
�The General Staff thought I needed a holiday,� said Herzog.
Driest grunted, �People don�t come here for sightseeing. They wanted you dead.�
�So why they not cut his fucking head off?� Kahn wanted to know.
�He�ll get his out here,� said Driest, sucking nervously on his cigarette, �we all will.�
�Want to bet?� said Schiller.
�You used to be sergeant,� Kahn said, �what it feel like to be private again?�
Herzog smiled weakly, �I�ll tell you in a few days.�
Kahn laughed. �You take orders from Kahn now,� he said, pulling at the two corporal�s stripes on his sleeve.
�Don�t worry about him,� said Schiller, �they made him a corporal because they feel sorry for him. Don�t they, Kahn? You yellow bastard. What a fucking army, they say they want a master race and now there�s just about every nationality in it,� He pointed to Kahn. �Like him. His father was a German quartermaster, his mother was a Jap brothel bint.�
�My father whorefucker,� said Kahn, proudly.
�I wish there were some whores around this hole.�
The voice came from Vogel who was lying on his bed with his head buried in a pornographic magazine.
�I�m sick of looking at these bits in here,� he grumbled. �I know every hair on their fannies personally.� He threw it to the floor where it was hastily retrieved by Zorn who immediately disappeared out of the door.
�Where the hell is he off to?� asked Foss, looking up from the pistol he was cleaning.
�Gone to have a wank in the latrines,� offered Vogel, picking his toenails. He swung himself off the bed and shambled across to the card-game. �Deal me in next hand,� he said.
�What are you going to bet with?� Schiller demanded.
�Credit?�
�Piss off, you still owe me a packet of fags from the last game.�
�Rotten bleeder,� grunted Vogel, peering at his cards. Schiller hugged them to his chest. �Stop looking over my shoulder,� he said, �it upsets my train of thought.�
Vogel sneered and crossed to Kahn who looked up at him.
�You smell like pile of pig-shit,� muttered the Jap. �Why you not take bath like us?�
�Got nothing to take a bath for,� grunted Vogel. �Now if I had a woman that would be a different matter.� He sighed wistfully.
�Why don�t you all shut up?� bellowed Gustavus. �A man has just died in here and all you can talk about is women.� He pulled the sheet over the charred body and returned to his prayers. The other men ignored him.
Kahn laid his cards down. �Four aces and a king.�
Schiller looked at the cards, then at his own. �It can�t be.�
�You see the fucking things,� snapped Kahn, reaching for the kitty.
�You�re cheating, you slant-eyed bastard,� growled Schiller.
�Why you say that?�
He laid his cards down. �Because I�ve got four aces too.�
Ganz hurled his cards down. �How can we have a decent game with you two cheating.�
�Ah, stop bellyaching,� said Schiller, �a man�s got to win somehow.�
�Well,� Kahn proclaimed, �you not win this time. Take hands off kitty before I cut them off.� As if to emphasise his words, his hand fell to his side and Herzog heard the hiss as the sword was eased from its scabbard. Schiller let go of the prize as if it had been red-hot. �All right,� he said, �no need to get your oversized razor out. You have the bloody winnings.�
Kahn smiled and sloped off to count the loot.
The field radio crackled and Ganz fiddled with the controls until he had something. He listened for a moment, then turned to Foss.
�The Russians are attacking,� he said quietly.
The men scrabbled for weapons and ran out into the trench.
�Some party,� laughed Moller.
All along the line, troops spilled out of their dugouts and lined the trench. All eyes turned towards the Russian lines and, a moment later, a horde of brown-clad men came swarming over the lip of their own trenches and across the pockmarked ground that was no-man�s-land.
The Germans poured salvoes into the onrushing crowd and heaps of them fell but they finally reached their objective and, screaming oaths, leapt into the German trench.
Kahn drew the sword from its scabbard and swung it around his head before bringing it down on top of a Russian�s head, cleaving the skull in two. A greyish slop of brain plopped onto the ground. Kahn stepped past it and decapitated another man, stepping clear of the headless body which was spouting blood into the air.
A Russian threw himself at Driest who just had time to roll aside and shoot the man in the face. He scrambled to his feet and bumped into Schiller.
�They�re going to overrun us,� he gasped.
�Want to bet?� said Schiller happily, mowing down a group of Russians with his MP 40.
Herzog emptied his gun into a tall officer, then used the butt to dispatch two more Russians. He retrieved a fresh magazine and began firing again into the seemingly endless hordes of oncoming Russians. Behind them on the hill the 88s pumped shells into the brown sea, blasting men to atoms and hurling them into the air.
Synovski drew his Radom pistol and pressed his back to the trench wall, shooting down two Russians from the trench lip. They fell at his feet. He sidestepped a bayonet-thrust and blew the man�s brains out, a large proportion of them spattering him. Kahn appeared at his side, his sword dripping blood.
�We need tank support,� growled the Pole.
�We get fuck all from the general,� said Kahn, �he hiding in his hole.�
He swung the sword again, slicing off a man�s hand, driving it forward to finish the job.
Herzog grabbed a Russian by the throat and throttled him with the chin-strap of his own helmet. As the lifeless body fell from his grasp he turned to see an apparently defenceless Foss at the mercy of three Russians who were preparing to bayonet him. The former sergeant leapt forward and pushed Foss aside, swinging his MP 40 at the waiting Russians who were swept away by the short-range blast. Herzog extended a hand and helped Foss to his feet. The sergeant grinned and slapped him on the back.
The Germans now found themselves pulling back, moving slowly up the hill to the gun emplacements. They threw themselves behind sandbags for cover and fired at the still advancing Russians.
�I told you they�d overrun us,� moaned Driest.
�Cobblers,� snapped Schiller. �I�ll bet you even money that they pull out again.� A grenade exploded nearby, showering them with mud. �This isn�t a major attack.� He picked a lump of earth from his collar and flicked it at Driest.
Foss and Herzog arrived behind the rampart and threw themselves down behind it. Hacking his way along behind came Kahn. Synovski followed, using a bayonet to deadly effect. A couple of yards away, sheltering behind an overturned jeep, were Ganz and Moller. The latter singing away happily as he fired.
�The Russians are withdrawing,� shouted Ganz, his ear pressed to the radio.
�Says who?� asked Schiller.
�From H.Q.,� he clarified.
�How the fuck do they know?� shouted Foss. �They can�t see through bloody hills.�
�That was the message,� shrugged Ganz.
Gustavus and Vogel arrived at the barricade, Vogel bleeding from a wound in the thigh.
�Hey, Gustavus,� shouted Schiller above the roar of weapons, �you want to have a word with your governor upstairs and see if he can part this �red� sea.� He collapsed into paroxsyms of laughter, nudging Driest in the ribs. �Get it? Red sea. The Russians are Red. Red sea.�
Driest didn�t feel like laughing.
Ganz hurriedly applied a tourniquet to Vogel�s wounded leg, pulling tightly on the length of cloth and knotting it roughly.
�Christ,� moaned Vogel, �the bloody tourniquet hurts worse than the wound.�
Ganz grinned and patted him on the head.
The Russians had paused in the trenches and shells now began to fall amongst them from the 88s. Explosions ripped the length of the line, catapulting bodies into the air. The sea of brown seemed momentarily becalmed, not knowing whether to retreat or advance. They remained sitting ducks for the German artillery and machine-gun posts. One of which was hammering away from behind its rampart of dead bodies. There was a loud explosion and the gun, its crew and all the dead bodies were obliterated. Shattered limbs flew through the air like party streamers, a severed foot landing beside Schiller. He grinned and held it up.
�Look, now they�re firing boots at us.�
The men began to laugh. Even Driest managed a smile. But their laughter was drowned by the high-pitched scream of aeroplane engines. The men looked up.
�Stukas,� said Foss, with relief.
There were three of them, flying nose to tail. Like gigantic metal mosquitos they swooped on the trench, loosing their load of bombs.
Immediately the entire length of the German line exploded into a nightmare of brilliant white flame. It devoured men at a stroke and melted weapons.
The planes had dropped phosphorus bombs.
The entire trench was a sea of flames. They leapt hungrily at the Russians, searing skin from bone and turning men into living torches.
�Some firework display,� said Schiller, in awe.
Then, indeed, the remaining Russians fled. Their officers tried to make them stand but it was impossible. The Stukas chased them back across no-man�s-land, spattering the ground with tracer and bringing down another horde of them, then, tiring of the game, they wheeled away.
�Imagine being under that lot,� said Driest, staring into the raging flames, �it must be a terrible way to die, to be burned.�
�Any way is a bad way to die,� said Foss.
The field was silent for a second then the German guns opened up again. Shells arced over into the Russian positions but no fire was returned.
The Germans, greatly relieved by the temporary victory, stretched themselves out in the mud as if they had been on a Mediterranean island. Schiller lit up a cigarette, Kahn took a bottle of vodka from his pack and handed it round and Herzog munched contentedly on his bar of chocolate.
The field radio crackled and Ganz answered it. He listened intently for a moment, nodding, then turned to Foss and said, �We�ve to reoccupy the trenches, there isn�t enough time to build new ones.�
Foss threw his helmet to the ground in disgust and stalked away, muttering to himself. He slowly turned back and walked across to the half-track where the others were sheltering. Schiller handed him his helmet and the sergeant wiped it on his tunic and sighed.
�Well,� he muttered, �let�s go, we�d better clear things up.�
Grumbling, the rest of the section scrambled to its feet and shambled off down the slope behind him. Herzog felt a hand on his shoulder and looked round to see Kahn grinning at him.
�You good man,� said the Jap, �kill fucking Russians.�
Herzog nodded and watched Kahn for a moment, the long sword clinking against his side.
He looked around him and rubbed his eyes. A Samurai swordsman out here.
It didn�t seem quite real.

Chapter Fifteen

Herzog guessed that it must have taken them nearly two hours to clear the trench of German and Russian corpses. In the last moments they had simply shovelled earth over the bloated bodies, hiding them from view. Now he bent over the washbasin, in the dugout, and splashed his face with cold water. He wiped his hands on his jacket and dropped it onto the bed beside him. He began scraping mud from his boots with his combat knife. The other men were engaged in similar tasks.
Zorn was cleaning his rifle, Schiller was sharpening his bayonet on a piece of sharp stone and Kahn was wiping the blade of his sword with a damp cloth.
�Where did you get this?�
The voice startled Herzog and he spun round to find Synovski sitting beside him, the Iron Cross held between his fingers. It must have slid from the top pocket when he dropped the jacket. He took the medal from the Pole and slipped it back into his pocket.
�I was curious,� repeated the Pole.
Herzog nodded. �Does it really matter?� he asked wearily.
�Why don�t you wear it?� asked Synovski, puzzled.
Herzog rubbed his bristled cheeks and stared into the eyes of the Pole. �I�m not proud of it,� he said, softly. �I didn�t ask them to give it to me.�
Synovski swept a hand through his red hair; he was smiling. �Some men die for those fucking things, yet you have one and won�t wear it.�
Herzog sighed wearily. �Have you ever heard of a town in France called St Sarall?� The pole shook his head and the former sergeant continued, �It used to have a population of over four hundred, now it doesn�t exist any more, all the people are dead.� The other men could hear his voice beginning to crack slightly. �I helped to murder them.� He reached into his pocket and pulled out the Iron Cross, brandishing it for the men to see. �And my reward for doing that was this piece of fucking metal. A piece of metal for four hundred lives.� With a final groan of despair he threw the medal to the floor.
The bunker was silent.
Herzog breathed deeply, he felt drained.
Synovski bent and picked up the Iron Cross, handing it to him. Herzog took the medal, studied it for a moment, then slid it back into his pocket. Schiller placed an arm around his shoulder and said quietly, �We need a few more like you, my friend.�
The Pole grunted, �So that�s why you�re here?� He paused for a moment. �So now what do you do? Carry that in your pocket for the rest of your life?�
Herzog grinned and patted his pocket. �I�ll wear it when I think I deserve it. No sooner and no one is going to make me change my mind.�
He took a draft from the bottle of vodka which Schiller offered him and turned to Synovski. �You ask me why I�m here. What is a Pole doing in the Germany army?�
Synovski considered the palms of his hands for a moment, then sighed softly. �In 1939 I fought for the Polish army against the Germans. I was captured and offered a choice. Fight for Germany or be a slave to the S.S.� He shrugged. �I chose to fight. But I don�t give a damn who wins this stinking war, all I care about is my country. Poland.�
Schiller clapped sarcastically. �Very gallant, but what the fuck do you think old Adolf is going to do for Poland when this lot is over, eh? He doesn�t give a fuck about anybody but the bloody master race. The only ones who�ll come out of this war are the S.S., the F�hrer�s personal arse-lickers.� He snapped his heels together and shot his arm out in a Nazi salute. �Sieg fucking Heil.�
Schiller suggested a game of cards but no one seemed interested. Vogel hobbled in from the trench and stumbled across to his bed.
�Hey, Vogel,� called Schiller, �fancy a game? You can have credit.�
�Stick your credit up your arse,� said Vogel, rummaging in his pack. �I�ve got important things to do.� He stretched out on his bed, his prized new possession in his hands. It was the latest pornographic magazine. Driest asked him where he�d got it.
�From one of the medical orderlies, I swopped it for some fags.�
�You must be mad,� gasped Schiller, incredulously.
�Oh yeah?� said Vogel. �Well you come and take a look at the cunt on this bint.� He held up the book for all to see and a ripple of appreciation ran around the dugout. �That�s better than a fag anytime.�
Schiller laughed. �Is it hell. You can�t smoke a cunt.�
�Vogel could,� said Ganz and the men began to laugh. From behind the magazine, the others could hear the low murmurs of lecherous enjoyment as Vogel thumbed eagerly through the pages. Zorn asked if he could borrow it when Vogel had finished.
�Fuck off. The last one you gave me back had the pages stuck together,� he was told.
Vogel continued mumbling and drooling over the magazine for the next two hours.
Outside, the sun had risen high in the sky, driving away the dark clouds and many looked up at it wondering if it would be the last time they would see it.
Zorn finished cleaning the Mauser rifle and carefully began the same task on his P-38. He loved his weapons, all weapons, to be more correct. They fascinated him and he prided himself on his ability to recognise any weapon currently in use on the Eastern Front, by either German or Russian. He was a good shot, had been before he joined up. His father had taught him. But what he had not learnt as a youth was the exhilaration of shooting a man. That was something he had acquired. He jammed a fresh magazine into the butt of the P-38 and slid it back into the holster on his belt.
The field telephone rang and Ganz answered.
�Herzog,� he said, �you�ve to go to the command bunker immediately.� The former sergeant nodded and got to his feet. Synovski patted his shoulder as he passed.
What struck Herzog as he stepped out into the trench and made his way up the slope towards the command bunker was the peacefulness of the scene. The sun sparkled on pools of dirty water which had collected in shell-craters. It was warm, and the only sound to be heard was the hammering of nails into wood as a group of engineers constructed a small stockade halfway up the slope. A 75mm gun was being wheeled into it along with a couple of machine-guns. He walked past the stockade until he reached the edge of the small wood which masked the approaches to the bunker. Through this wood ran a small path led right to the bottom of the rearward slope where the bunker lay. He paused at the edge and looked across at the Russian positions. There was no sound and not a sign of movement. Perhaps, thought the former sergeant, they had all had enough of the war and gone home. He smiled to himself and took off his forage-cap, wiping his forehead with it. The sun was warm and there was no breeze to break up the heat.
Nestling on the edge of the wood was an anti-aircraft position, the three 20mm guns mounted on a half-track. One of the crew waved happily to the former sergeant as he passed. Herzog smiled and continued on into the wood. It was cool in comparison to the heat of the sun and he inhaled deeply, enjoying the smell of damp earth and moss. The well worn path was strewn with lumps of dry twig and these snapped loudly as he walked across them. There was a bird singing in one of the treetops and this final touch seemed to give the scene an idyllic tranquillity quite alien to the rest of the landscape.
Through a small copse, Herzog could see a burial party hard at work, tumbling shattered, half rotten bodies into a deep hole.
He reached the end of the path and emerged out of the wood on the reverse slope. Here the land fell away sharply and when it levelled out was flat for as far as the eye could see. Just once vast ocean of grass and mud, zigzagged by the occasional road, it looked like a badly assembled jigsaw.
The command bunker had been built into the side of the hill so that only a narrow doorway separated it from the outside world. This door was heavily blockaded with sandbags and the former sergeant found it a squeeze to get through.
It was like stepping from day into night. The gloom within the command bunker was so thick as to be almost palpable. Herzog blinked hard and rubbed his eyes before coming smartly to attention. He could see that there were three people inside and he recognised one of them as Foss.
�At ease,� croaked one of the men and Herzog obeyed the order, accepting the chair he was offered. A glass was pushed towards him and he took it, sniffing the clear liquid inside. He sipped it and found that it was vodka.
�To victory,� croaked General Thurlinger and raised his glass; the others echoed his words and drank. Herzog regarded the man with impassive eyes. Slumped in his chair, the general already looked half-dead. He broke into a paroxysm of coughing and continued until his flabby face turned purple. He banged his chest with a fist and exhaled deeply.
�Private Herzog,� he began, �I have before me Sergeant Foss�s report in which, he states, you saved his life.� Herzog shrugged and the general could find no response in his clear blue eyes; he sighed. �Well, in view of your contribution to driving back the communists, Sergeant Foss and I have decided to make you corporal, active immediately.� The old man smiled, searching for some flicker of feeling within Herzog�s steel-hard features. The former sergeant nodded, almost imperceptibly.
�Thank you,� he said, quietly.
The third man spoke and Herzog could almost feel the iciness in his voice. �You were a sergeant once, were you not?�
�Yes sir.�
The captain�s top lip curled. �So why were you broken?�
�Disobeying orders.�
�That is an offence punishable by death,� snapped the captain.
Herzog shrugged. �The court took into account my service record.�
�Yes. Five years in the army, four of them in France.�
�You know a lot about me,� said the former sergeant.
The young man smiled, a smile of superiority. �I make it my business to know about things like that.�
Thurlinger chuckled. �So what do you think of my new adjutant, eh, corporal?� He began to cough again, Herzog didn�t bother to answer. He looked at the captain, who was refilling his glass. The general sat up, wheezing. �Captain Ritter has just come from Italy, he applied for his position.�
Fucking idiot, thought Herzog, sipping his drink. He glanced across at Foss who shrugged a shoulder at him. The corporal was pleased when Thurlinger dismissed them. He got to his feet and was out of the bunker like a shot. Foss joined him, shaking his legs to restore the circulation.
�You were in a bloody hurry, weren�t you?� said the sergeant.
�I don�t like officers,� explained Herzog, �and just who the hell does that fucking captain think he is?�
�You heard Thurlinger, it�s his new adjutant.�
�Rule-book soldier?� grinned the corporal.
�Looks like it. We�d better just hope that nothing happens to the old boy, because if it does Ritter takes over.�
Herzog grunted indignantly and spat into a puddle. �Italy. What the hell does he think he�s been doing there? Looking after a bunch of bloody wops.�
�Perhaps he wanted to see what soldiers could fight like when they weren�t running away.� The two men laughed and began the ascent up the slope towards the wood. Foss lit a cigarette with his silver lighter and blew out a stream of smoke.
�Nice lighter,� observed Herzog.
Foss nodded. �A present from my wife.� He smiled faintly and the corporal caught the faintest hint of moisure in his eye corner. Foss forced a grin. �She said I�d need it to light my cigars with, when I became a general.� He sighed. Herzog looked at him, at the thin face with its thick black moustache and bushy eyebrows. He felt a certain admiration for the sergeant, perhaps he envied him his happy marriage. It must have been worse for Foss, joining the army, having to leave a home and a wife. He asked how long the sergeant had been married.
�Twelve years,� said Foss, �good years. I was lucky.�
�Where did you live?�
Foss shrugged. �The house was bombed, my wife was killed.� He took a piece of paper from his tunic and held it up. �The last leter she wrote me. Two years ago.� He handed it to the corporal and Herzog read it, feeling a twinge of the emotion he thought he had lost. The words on the paper had a warmth which he could almost feel. He folded it and handed it back to Foss.
�Funny,� said Foss, �death means nothing until it touches one you know, we kill men every day and never give it a second thought, but when it comes to someone close to us we wonder if we can go on.�
Herzog smiled sympathetically. �A philosopher in a sergeant�s uniform,� he said, patting him on the shoulder.
Foss smiled. �Philosopher? I wish I was clairvoyant, then I�d know when the Russians were going to attack.�
The two of them slowed their pace as they reached the wood and strolled through it as if they had been out on a country ramble. The burial party had finished and all that remained of their presence was a mound of freshly turned earth and a row of helmets.
�At least the disposal units keep busy,� said Foss, �and I bet there�ll be plenty more work for them in the next couple of days.�
�Do you think they�ll try something?� asked Herzog.
Foss nodded. �I�m certain of it.�
�Well, when they do, let�s just hope that Ritter�s the first one to cop it.� Both men laughed and began the walk down the incline back to the trench. The anti-aircraft crew were playing cards and one of them had stretched out on a pile of sandbags to sunbathe.
�Who�d know there was a war on?� laughed Foss.
*
The news of Herzog�s promotion was greeted with warmth by the other men of the section. Schiller laid even money that he would be a sergeant before the month was out, Kahn gave him a bottle of vodka to celebrate with and they all drank themselves near to drunkenness. All except Gustavus.
As night fell heavily upon the land, Herzog sauntered out into the trench for his turn on guard. Synovski joined him.
The warmth of the day did not linger and there was a biting chill in the air which stung the skin and turned breath to silken clouds. The corporal pulled the greatcoat around him and stamped his feet.
�You�re not used to the cold?� observed Synovski. Herzog shivered.
�It�s a good job for you, you weren�t in Russia. It got down to forty below freezing sometimes, even the wolves were dying of it.� He smiled.
Herzog wasn�t sorry when their time came to return to the dugout. Schiller and Gustavus took their places.
It was deep into the night when Herzog awoke and lay listening to a steady rumbling coming from the direction of the Russian lines. A constant dull throbbing sound like so many powerful engines being revved.
It was a long time before he slept.

Chapter Sixteen

8.15 a.m.
The entire section was flung out of bed by the sudden ferocity of a series of powerful explosions. They shook themselves and grabbed for weapons. The field radio crackled and Ganz answered it.
�We�re under attack,� he said, flatly.
In seconds the section were out into the trench, huge explosions tearing up the ground all around them. The men hugged the wall of the trench as earth rained down upon them. It felt as if the ground was opening up, it shook violently with each fresh salvo of explosions. Entire sections were obliterated by shell blasts, just a smoking hole remaining where men once stood. The German guns fired back, adding to the deafening roar, shells arced back and forth across no-man�s-land, churning the ground into liquid mud and blasting men into atoms. Portions of shattered body were spread along the trench floor like grotesque confetti. Herzog pressed his hands to his ears as the roaring seemed to grow louder. Smoke began to blanket the battlefield rising up like black umbrellas from the foot of each detonation. The air was thick with the smell of cordite and gunpowder. Fountains of mud and fire were shot into the air as if from some giant gun, plumes of smoke and fire erupted upwards like mini-volcanoes. The trees of the wood were uprooted, blasted to matchwood as the Russian artillery poured more and more heavy shells into the pulverised German positions. Sweating like pigs the gunners pushed new shells into breeches which were already red-hot; if the shell went off in the breech, too bad. That was a chance you had to take.
Gustavus prayed, Driest bit his nails, Schiller made a bet with himself that this was the biggest barrage they had ever encountered. No one dared lift their heads for fear of having them blown off, so, consequently, no one saw the Russian planes until they were flying over. The fighters swooped on the German positions sending a stream of tracer spattering across the ground. The anti-aircraft gunners swung the guns round and round in an effort to bring down the Jabos but they wheeled about as if they hadn�t a care in the world. The first one loosed its bomb-load and two gleaming objects streaked towards the ground, destroying part of the stockade. Bodies were catapulted into the air by the blast and Herzog thought what a waste of time the bloody thing had been anyway.
The anti-aircraft gunners kept up a stolid fire and their perseverance finally paid off as a Jabo burst into flames, broke up and plummeted to earth in a shower of sparks. The gunners cheered happily and swung the guns round again but a stray bomb exploded near them and the blast was sufficient to upend the half-track. The thing stood up like a dog begging for food, then nose dived to the ground. The gunners were thrown clear, but they hastily clambered back aboard and got back to work, pumping shot after shot into the sky.
�We haven�t got a chance,� babbled Driest as a shell exploded near them.
Foss crawled across to Ganz and pulled his arm. �Get through to the lookouts and see what�s happening. The Russians are keeping us pinned down for a reason.� He waited while Ganz got through, shouting to make himself heard above the continual roar of cannons and aeroplane engines.
�Well?� snapped the sergeant.
�Tanks,� said Ganz, quivering, �hundreds of them.�
All down the line the word spread. �Tanks!� Men shook with fear and, if they had dared peer over the lip of the trench, they would have seen ample justification for that fear. Rumbling across no-man�s-land was what looked like a solid wall of steel. KV-Is, KV-2s and, deadliest of the lot, T-34s. The scream of their tracks began to drown out even the roaring of the artillery and behind them, yelling like maniacs, swarmed hordes of Russian infantry.
The tanks smashed through the ruins of Turek and bore down on the German left flank, smoke and flames belching from their gun-muzzles.
�That�s all we fucking need,� groaned Vogel, �if they get behind us it�s curtains.�
Driest had bitten his nails to the quick.
The tanks ploughed on, crushing down barbed wire, blasting a path for the infantry. The German gunners sent shells ploughing into the advancing masses and, from such close range, even the tanks weren�t safe. A number were hit and exploded, splitting open like ripe fruit. Great mushroom clouds of smoke spiralled from the stricken monsters and burning petrol showered those nearby, turning men into living torches.
The Russian artillery slackened off and the Germans in the trenches were able to take up firing positions. Almost gratefully, they stood up and sent a withering salvo into the onrushing infantry. Bullets sang off hulls of tanks but many found their mark and piles of Russian dead began to form but the others ran on seeking cover behind the tanks which were rapidly reaching their target.
Foss gave the order to pull back as the tanks reached the breastwork of the trench. The Germans streaked for the second line of defence, behind which they had already set up two 88s and a row of machine-guns. The tanks nosedived into the trench, crushing those who had been foolish enough to remain where they were. Pieces of human debris dripped from the tracks as the monsters rolled forward, on towards the waiting Germans. The 88s roared and two more tanks disappeared in a consuming ball of orange flame. The Russian infantry scurried up the slopes and met a solid wall of rifle and machine-gun fire. They fell in ranks and those following slipped in the blood and mud but got up and ran on, screaming oaths and brandishing their bayonets. Kahn carefully drew his sword.
The first of the Russians leapt at the wall of sandbags and drove his bayonet into a German private. Kahn swung his sword and beheaded the man, watching as the body slumped down. The rest of the Russians swarmed over the wall and the men forgot about tanks and concentrated on the enemy before them. All along the line men fought with anything they could lay their hands on. Bayonets, spades, axes, rifle-butts and, if there were none about, they throttled each other.
There was a high-pitched whoosh and four Russians disappeared under a blanket of flame.
The engineers were using flamethrowers.
Faced with two Russians, Driest emptied his pistol into one and flung the empty weapon at the second man. He crumpled up and Driest leapt upon him, grinding the heel of his boot into the man�s shattered face, stamping on him until the head split open.
Moller pressed his knee into the back of a Russian sergeant and expertly broke the man�s neck, the snapping of bone clearly audible above the clash of weapons. Moller dropped the corpse, giggling.
Herzog jerked his finger around the trigger of the MP 40, cutting down a dozen of the enemy; he stepped back a few paces to reload, using the empty weapon as a club on the Russian who attacked him. He heard the death-rattle and slamming a fresh magazine into the breech, scuttled back into the fighting.
A group of Tiger tanks appeared behind the Germans and it was the turn of the Russians to recoil. But, as the Tigers rolled forward, more of the brown-clad men began to pour across no-man�s-land until the whole battlefield began to resemble a gigantic, moving mudflat. Tigers and T-34s fought like prehistoric monsters while the infantry milled around them. But, powerful though they were, the Tigers were vastly outnumbered and the Russian tanks quickly obliterated them. All around, the dismembered wrecks of German tanks lay like stricken elephants.
�Fall back,� shouted Foss.
The Germans needed no prompting. Many merely dropped their weapons and fled, but the tanks mowed them down and rolled on over the bodies. Foss grabbed Sergeant Bern by the arm and pulled him back.
�You and your section stand with us,� he shouted.
Bern had been about to protest when a bullet tore off half his face. Foss looked around angrily and caught sight of Herzog. He called him over. �Take over Bern�s section, we�ve got to reach the woods.�
Herzog nodded and called a group of men to him. This is more like it, he thought, back in command again. Fuck the court-martial.
Back to back they retreated, men dying all around them. The cover of the woods beckoned and they finally reached it, throwing themselves down behind shattered tree-trunks. The Russians wavered before the wood, seeking their own cover behind the wrecks of tanks and there were plenty of those. Over on the right, three T-34s pulverised a battery of 88s grinding the heavy guns into scrap and crushing the gunners into mush.
Herzog scrambled across to Foss. �You get the men out, we�ll cover you.�
Foss frowned. �No. You go, and quickly. Make for the railhead.� The corporal started to protest but Foss cut him sort. �That�s an order.�
In groups of three and four at a time, the three remaining sections slipped through the wood until they reached the bottom of the hill. The Krupps which had been parked there had either been taken or destroyed.
�Fuck it,� growled Herzog, shifting his gaze back up the hill to the wood which was now almost completely aflame. Trees crashed down, sending out great blistering showers of sparks. Soldiers were crushed beneath burning tree-trunks and fried. Foss finally gave the order to withdraw and the section sprinted through the blazing inferno, shielding their faces from the tongues of flame which licked hungrily at them. Kahn�s uniform caught fire but the Jap quickly threw himself to the ground and doused the flames. He was helped to his feet and the men ran on, not daring to look behind. Through the hell of burning trees, a number of T-34s were trying to follow, crushing the wood flat and ignoring the heat.
�Jesus,� gasped Vogel, �how much further?� Blinded by smoke and flame the men could feel their skin blistering. Then, as if they reached another world, they came to the edge of the wood and tumbled gratefully to the bottom of the hill where Herzog and the others were waiting.
�Get the men together,� called Foss and a quick headcount revealed that there were seventy-eight of them.
�We�d better clear out before the bloody Russians come looking for us,� he told them. Over the hill, the sound of sporadic gunfire could still be heard and smoke was flooding the sky. Two medics had somehow become entangled with the desperate flight and they were administering to the wounded. Vogel stood alone, hands pressed to his ears, weeping quietly. He had reached that stage which all men under stress eventually reach, he could take no more. Schiller placed a protective arm around his shoulder and spoke something into his ear. Vogel nodded and stumbled into line along with the rest of his companions. Zorn took over the field radio while Ganz received treatment for a badly cut arm.
�Try and get through to headquarters,� instructed Foss. Zorn fiddled with the knobs, trying to pick up something more than the insistant whine of static. Foss and Herzog stood by, watching for some sign of success. At last, Zorn shook his head.
Foss sighed. �Try again later.�
Zorn switched off the set and took his place in the column. They moved off at the double.
�What the fuck do we do when we reach the station?� Schiller wanted to know.
�Get on train, ride back to Germany,� laughed Kahn.
�This is no time for humour, you slant-eyed bastard.�
Kahn grinned and prodded Schiller in the back with his sword. Driest was sweating profusely. �If the Russians send planes over now, we�ve had it,� he said, nervously.
�It�s being so cheerful that keeps you going, isn�t it?� snarled Schiller. �Stop thinking about the fucking Russians and concentrate on running.�
�Stop thinking about them,� babbled Driest, �there�s thousands of the bastards over that hill and you say stop worrying.� He spat into a puddle.
The untidy column finally reached the road and marched briskly towards the railhead. Ahead of them they could see large numbers of troops, all heading in the same direction. Herzog shook his head as he watched the milling throng. �Nothing like giving the enemy something to aim at,� he muttered.
They passed a burnt-out Krupp, the body of the driver slumped out of the cab.
A hundred yards from the railhead, a field hospital had been set up and row upon row of walking wounded were trailing past a large tent. Four hard-pressed medics attended to the wounds as best they could but the more seriously wounded were left where they fell.
Herzog and the others crossed the railway tracks and set up camp. They spread their groundsheets beneath them and sat around in a circle, rummaging about for something to eat, quite unperturbed by the commotion going on around them. Men dashed frantically to and fro, some searching for their units, others trying to find the quickest way of escaping. A train was standing at one of the platforms, steam hissing slowly from it and men were frantically trying to climb aboard, despite the shouts of their officers. Many hauled themselves up onto the roofs of the carriages when the cars themselves became too crowded. The scene at the railhead was one of blind panic and nothing could check it.
Driest got to his feet and pointed to the train as it slowly pulled away, straining under its heavy load. �Why the hell aren�t we on that?� he demanded.
Foss chewed thoughtfully on a piece of sausage and watched the train. He wished he knew the answer. Driest repeated the question, growing more impatient.
�For Christ�s sake sit down and shut up,� snapped Schiller.
�Fuck off,� snarled Driest, quivering with rage, �I want to know why every other bastard is getting out of here and we sit waiting for the Russians to arrive and wipe us out.� He glared at Foss who continued to chew on the sausage.
The voice which gave him the answer came from behind him.
�The others have gone because I ordered them too go.�
Driest turned round to see Captain Ritter standing there. The officer was swaying backwards and forwards on his heels.
�Someone must act as a rearguard against the Russians,� he explained calmly, �you and the rest of the men under my command.�
�Your command,� said Foss, �What about General Thurlinger?�
Ritter smiled. �The general left soon after the Russians began their attack, he told me to take command, he knew the extent of my abilities. I wish to see all section commanders in there,� he pointed to the ticket-office, �immediately.� With that, he turned and walked away.
Herzog thumped the ground in frustration. �That�s all we need,� he growled, �a death-or-glory boy in charge of us.� He got to his feet and handed the bottle of vodka back to Vogel who finished scratching his groin and took a swig. He smacked his lips and grinned up at Herzog. �Go on, section leader Hertzog, go and get your orders.�
The corporal aimed a playful kick at him.
�Come on,� grumbled Foss, �let�s see what the bastard wants.�

Chapter Seventeen

Herzog and Foss shot anxious glances at the sky as a plane swept over high above them. They watched its vapour trail arrow through the clouds away from them. The two sentries at the door of the disused ticket-office saluted as the N.C.O.s passed them. Herzog grinned broadly and returned the salute.
�What the hell is so amusing?� asked Foss.
Herzog shrugged. �It�s a long time since someone saluted me,� he explained. �I like the feeling.�
Foss shook his head and pushed open the door for his companion. They found the room already occupied.
Herzog recognised Sergeant Lenz from number three section and Sergeant Althus, accompanied by his vicious cohort, Corporal Von Roder. The three men looked round and grunted a semblance of greeting to the newcomers.
�Up to our ears in shit again eh, Foss?� said Lenz.
�You all know Corporal Herzog,� said Foss, gesturing towards his companion. The men nodded. Von Roder scratched his chest and studied the corporal, his little eyes sparkling malevolently.
�It�s a bit different from fighting the British, isn�t it?� he said, sneering.
Herzog shrugged. �Not really. You can get your head blown off in France same as you can here. If a man is going to die what difference does it make who kills him?�
Von Roder pulled out his combat knife and began picking his teeth with it. �But at least it�s warm in France, here it�s cold enough to freeze your balls off.�
�That shouldn�t bother you then,� said Herzog, grinning.
Von Roder glared at him from beneath a low forehead and felt himself turning red. The men were still laughing when Ritter walked in. He saluted and waited for the men to stand up, which they promptly did, Lenz wincing from the pain in his right knee. A stray bullet had cracked it hours earlier.
Ritter crossed to the desk in the corner of the room and hurriedly unrolled the map he took from the pocket of his greatcoat. It was of Poland, the German positions traced thinly across it in black ink. Here and there, Herzog saw that large red crosses had been drawn along the line and he took these to be the places where the Russians had broken through. One of the crosses covered Turek.
No one spoke as Ritter drew two large arrows across the map and joined their heads at a place named Poznan. He ringed it and stood back.
�That is where the Russians are heading for,� he announced, authoritatively.
�How do you know, sir?� asked Althus.
Ritter tapped the map. �Because if they wanted to catch us in a pocket that would be the best way to do it.� He paused for a moment, watching the men�s faces. �I have been in touch with headquarters and they verified my suspicions. The Russians are trying to surround us.� He clasped his hands behind his back. �This part of the line has become a salient. The flanks have fallen back, some of them as far as forty miles.�
�And how far is it to Poznan?� Herzog asked.
�A little under eighty miles.�
�And the Russians have already pushed as far as forty? We�ll never reach the bloody place, it�s impossible,� said Foss.
Ritter narrowed his eyes in anger. �We must reach it. There is a bridge there which we have to cross, if the Russians reach it first we�ll be cut off.�
Herzog shook his head. �I agree with Foss, it�s impossible.�
Ritter brought his fist crashing down onto the map. �Nothing is impossible,� he bellowed, �nothing. We are German soldiers, the finest fighting force in the world, we will not allow ourselves to be beaten by these untermenschen.�
The men watched him in silence for a moment until he recovered his composure and refolded the map.
�We will leave within the hour. Speed is essential.� He looked at them. �That is all.�
The men saluted and filed out of the ticket-office. Pausing at the door, Foss took out a cigarette and lit it. Herzog found the remains of a chocolate bar in his pocket and began chewing on it.
�What do you think?� asked Herzog.
Foss shrugged and smiled bitterly. �I think we�re all marching to hell,� he said flatly. �You?�
�I think Ritter is off his fucking head,� said Herzog quietly.
Together, they walked back across the marshalling yard towards the waiting troops. Herzog looked down at his watch and then at the sky as two more planes swept over.
�It won�t be long now,� he said, softly.

PART IV
RETREAT


Chapter Eighteen

There were nearly eighty of them in the column.
All ages and beliefs but all with one aim. To reach the bridge at Poznan before the Russians. But now they rested, able for fleeting moments to enjoy the beauty of countryside so far untouched by the finger of war.
Kahn dipped his sword into the stream and swept it back and forth, carving through the ripples which bounced off the stones on the bed of the gurgling brook. Men sat by the stream and enjoyed the sight of the sun sparkling on the clear surface of the water. Schiller, Driest and Herzog had removed their boots and were dangling their feet in the water like children. Zorn was urinating up against a tree. The other men were stretched out on the grassy banks lapping up the warmth of the sun.
It was the first time they had stopped to rest since the retreat began, three days ago. Ritter had refused to let them stop until they had covered at least forty miles. As he said, the Russians were drawing nearer to the bridge as fast as they were and it was a race the Germans couldn�t afford to loose.
Synovski lit up a cigarette and leant back against a rock. He looked around him, behind at the wood which they had not long emerged from and forward, to the endless stretch of golden cornfields which sprawled before them like yellow ocean.
�It�s beautiful,� he said, smiling, �this country.�
Foss drew on his own cigarette and nodded agreeably; a slight breeze ruffled his hair and he inhaled deeply, taking down lungfuls of air for once not contaminated with the stench of blood and death. �When you see something like this,� he said wistfully, �it makes you wonder if perhaps there is a God.�
�Well if there is,� began the Pole, bitterly, �he�s kept himself well hidden these last five years.�
�He is there,� said Gustavus, quietly.
�But whose side is he on?� Schiller wanted to know.
�Ours,� Kahn told him, holding up his buckle, �it says so here. God with us.� The men laughed.
�It should say God help us,� said Driest.
�We�re going to need someone�s help if we�re going to reach that bloody bridge in time,� said Vogel, picking a flea from the hairs on his chest. He squashed it between his thumb and forefinger.
�You not kill lice,� Kahn rebuked him, �save them.�
�What the fuck are we going to do with lice?� demanded Schiller.
Kahn smiled. �Eat them.�
Schiller felt his stomach contract as he watched the Jap pick one out of his hair and stuff it into his mouth. �You dirty slant-eyed bastard.�
�We maybe have to eat them one day if food run out.�
�Want to bet? I�d sooner starve.� He turned away muttering to himself. Kahn smiled gaily. Schiller took a piece of bread from his pack and began gnawing on it. It had been stale for a long time and was as hard as iron, but, as far as he was concerned, it was better than lice.
Herzog pulled on his boots and seated himself beside Foss and Synovski. He took a bar of chocolate from his jacket and broke off a square. It was the first thing he had eaten in two days. He looked round and saw Captain Ritter standing alone on a small hillock, scanning the horizon through a pair of binoculars.
�I wonder what the Prussian piss-artist is looking for now?� mumbled Schiller, still chewing on the stale loaf.
�We�ll find out in a minute,� said Herzog, �he�s coming down.�
With measured steps, the captain made his way across to the men, splashing through the stream until he reached the bank. The men nearby sat up expectantly.
�On your feet,� shouted Ritter, �we�re moving on.�
Muttering rebelliously, the Germans dragged themselves up and N.C.O.s formed them into some semblance of order.
�We will cross the cornfields,� Ritter announced.
Synovski sighed and looked down at the rolling plain of gold, the sun winking off it. He helped Zorn lift the heavy MG 42 and the two of them set off. The corn seemed to wave a greeting as they entered it and the smell it gave off reminded Herzog of bread.
�Spread out and keep quiet,� Ritter shouted.
The cornfield swallowed them up, closing behind the last man, only the slight rustle of its stalks testifying to the fact that they were even there. It was as if all of them had vanished from the face of the earth. The corn was well above head height and Herzog found that he could not see forward even by jumping up. The world was narrowed down to a few yards of tarnished golden cornstalks which crackled as he brushed through them. The earth underfoot was moist and spongy and stuck to the men�s boots as they walked. A mouse scurried away as Schiller�s heavy steps disturbed it; he kicked out at the little animal and nearly lost his footing. The air was damp and smelt fusty as they neared the centre of the field but the corn began to thin out slightly and, as they walked on, Herzog suddenly dropped to one knee, his eyes fixed on a patch of ground before him. Foss made his way across and looked down.
�What is it?� he asked.
�Footprints,� said Herzog, quietly, pawing the ground where the unmistakable outline of a boot was visible, �someone�s been here before us.� He got to his feet again, took the MP 40 from his shoulder and cocked it. The click sounded loudly in the stillness of the field.
�Company?� enquired Synovski, appearing at his side. Herzog pointed to the footprints and nodded. �They might still be around.�
They continued cautiously, eyes and ears alert for the slightest sound or movement. Herzog felt the perspiration forming a light film along his back, he swallowed hard and gribbed the sub-gun tighter.
Away to the left, a twig snapped.
He spun round but Gustavus emerged in front of him, looking puzzled by the corporal�s expression of relief. Herzog raised a hand in recognition.
The explosion blew him off his feet onto the moist earth. A cloud of black smoke floated up towards the sky, carrying particles of corn with it. Where Gustavus had stood, only a crater remained, smoke rising from its black bottom.
�Minefield,� shouted Foss, �nobody move.�
Dazed by the sudden roar of the blast, the men froze where they were, some in mid-step. Driest stood like a flamingo on one leg, not daring to put his other foot down. Herzog lay still, slowly regaining his senses. A yard or two from him lay two bodies. He could see that the men were dead. He looked up and saw Foss.
�Don�t move,� said the sergeant, slowly pulling his bayonet from its scabbard. As Herzog watched, he dropped to one knee and began prodding the earth with the point of the blade, listening for the chink of steel on steel. He heard it and began scooping up handfuls of earth from around the booby-trap, finally uncovering the thing. He picked it up and laid it on top of the mound of earth, studying it with an experienced eye.
�Russian?� asked Herzog.
�No,� replied Foss, �it�s one of ours.�
He shouted out to the other men to use their bayonets in a similar fashion and, soon, all the troops were on their knees scraping about in the moist earth like so many miners. One by one, the mines were unearthed.
�As if it�s not bad enough with the Russians,� complained Driest, poking gingerly in the earth with his bayonet, �now our own side wants to kill us.� He looked across at Schiller who was just pulling one of the monsters from its hiding-place. Zorn was sitting on his backside disarming one.
Driest almost shrieked aloud. �What the fuck do you think you�re doing?� he rasped. �Do you want to get us all killed?�
Zorn smiled and continued at his work. �It�s quite safe,� he explained, �the mechanism is simple.�
�Put the fucking thing down for Christ�s sake,� babbled Driest, sweating profusely, but Zorn ignored him and carried on happily, nodding to himself as he discovered something else about the mines.
Herzog got to his feet and felt a hand on his shoulder. He turned to see Ritter standing there.
�You and three of your men will make a path to the end of the field,� he said, sharply.
Herzog gritted his teeth and saluted, drawing his bayonet; his hand closed over the hilt and the urge to drive it between the captain�s ribs was overwhelming. He thought he could detect the beginnings of a smile on Ritter�s lips. The corporal found three other men to help him, Kahn amongst them. They dropped to their knees and crawled, inch by agonising inch, prodding the dirt, searching for the mines, digging them up when they found them. Clearing a path for the others to follow. Although separated from the column, the four men could hear them moving, their equipment clanking conspicuously. Time seemed to stop, it seemed as though they had been crawling since time began and would be doing so until it ended. A few feet of damp earth all that lay between them and twelve pounds of high explosive. Herzog felt his bayonet connect with metal and he dug the mine up, laying it on one side, wiping his sweating palms on his trousers. A yard or two to his right he could see Kahn using his sword to prize the mines from the earth. The Jap looked calm, working determinedly, concentration etched on his thin face. He removed each successive mine, looked at it for a second, then laid it to one side. The column slowly moved forward through the narrow path, not daring to step a foot to either side for fear of stepping on one of the devices.
Herzog looked over his shoulder and saw Ritter walking along contentedly watching the four men scrambling along on their knees, clearing a path through the jaws of death. With his hands clasped behind his back, he looked as though he were out for a stroll in the Black Forest. The corporal felt the hatred rising within him. He carried on digging, probing the dark carpet of earth for mines.
After what seemed like an eternity, the cornfield gradually thinned out and gave way to open meadow. They had found no mines for nearly a hundred yards and Ritter gave the order for them to fall back into line. The men formed up into sections once more and descended the steep, moss-covered slope towards the patchwork quilt of fields and hedges. About half a mile away, clearly visible in the sunshine, was a house, its white walls reflecting the bright rays of light. Ritter paused for a moment and peered through his binoculars before handing them to Foss who also examined the farm.
It looked deserted.
�Empty, you think?� said Ritter.
Foss shrugged. �If it�s not, whoever�s in there will have seen us by now, we stick out like a sore thumb up here.�
�It could be our men,� offered Herzog, �the same fucking idiots who laid the mines.�
Ritter plucked at his chin reflectively. �There�s only one way to find out.� He paused. �Send some men down.�
�Couldn�t we just bypass it, go round?� asked Foss.
Ritter shook his head. �We might be able to discover the whereabouts of the enemy.�
�We know where they are,� growled Herzog. �They�re heading for that bridge in Poznan and the longer we fuck about here the better chance they�ve got of reaching it.� His eyes blazed and the vein in his temple pulsed angrily. Ritter was unimpressed.
�Since you are so convinced the farmhouse is deserted, corporal, take some men and find out if you�re right.�
�And if it isn�t?�
His words hung on the still air. Ritter walked away. Herzog threw him a vicious glance and motioned to the five nearest men. They checked their weapons and followed him down the hill.
*
The farm was on a slight rise, the land approaching it was open. From where they waited, Herzog guessed that it was nearly two hundred yards to the rough wood fence which surrounded the yard.
�Do we run for it?� asked Vogel, readjusting the strap on his Mauser rifle. Herzog thought for a moment and looked at the men around him. The private of engineers was peering through the hedge towards the farmhouse, Zorn and Moller sat, unperturbed, waiting for orders and Private Faber was picking his nose. The corporal got up on one knee and turned to the men. �Cover me,� he said. �If you see anything, open fire and don�t stop until I reach the house.�
With that, he vaulted the low hedge and ran as fast as he could across the open ground, zigzagging. With a last burst of speed he reached the fence and jumped it, rolling over and coming to rest against a pile of straw baled up against the first barn. Cautiously he got up, peering over the bales, scanning the farmyard. It seemed large, surrounded by four buildings. The house and cattle-shed were made of stone, the two barns of wood. The door to the second was slightly ajar. The silence was deafening. If there was anyone there, he had done a very good job of concealment. He dropped down behind the bales of straw again and waved the watching men across.
One by one, they sprinted across the field to join him, each one dropping in turn, behind the shelter of the bales. Last across was Vogel. He dropped down beside the others, panting like a carthorse. �All this bloody exercise is no good for me,� he gasped, patting his chest, �no good.�
Moller giggled.
�We�d better look round,� said Herzog. �You,� he pointed to the engineer, �and Moller check the house. Zorn, you and Faber look in the buildings, Vogel and I will have a look around the yard.�
The men split up and began their search. Moller and the engineer ran across the yard and broke down the door of the farmhouse. They both clattered in making enough noise to wake the dead. Herzog shook his head, been all the same if the place had been booby-trapped, he thought. Vogel began searching through a wooden cart which stood outside the barn. Finding nothing, he jumped down and scurried across to the pig-pen. All that it contained was one dead piglet.
�Perhaps they took everything with them when they went,� he wondered. Herzog didn�t answer.
Zorn kicked open the door of the cattle-shed and edged in, machine-gun levelled.
Nothing.
Just the smell of cows and straw. He checked each stall, kicking at the straw beds, not even sure what he was looking for.
Moller was delighted to find a loaf of bread and a piece of cheese on the table in the kitchen of the farmhouse. Ignoring the green mould on the cheese he hastily gobbled it down, anxious to finish before the engineer decided to join him. He stuffed the bread into his pocket and walked on into the next room. The door was ajar but, beyond it, Moller could see that the room was in darkness. He motioned to the engineer to be still and levelled his sub-gun. Then, with a powerful swing of his boot, he sent the door creashing back on its hinges. Light flooded into the room and the German saw that it was occupied.
Lying on the rough wooden bed, pushed up one corner of the room, was the body of a woman. Moller guessed that she was in her forties, but it was hard to tell. She had been shot in the back of the head, the splashes of blood and grey brain matter on the wall indicating that it had been done as she lay there. Her hands were tied behind her back.
�Get the corporal,� said Moller, keeping his eyes on the corpse. The engineer disappeared, returning a moment later with Herzog. He looked at the body and shook his head. Lying under the bed was an empty cartridge-case. The corporal knelt, picked it up and walked out. He called Zorn over and showed him the cartridge-case. He studied it for a second, then handed it back.
�It�s from a Luger,� he said.
Herzog looked up for a moment and saw Faber entering the barn. The corporal dropped the case into his pocket and went back into the house. He had barely set foot across the threshold when a single shot rang out. He spun round to see Faber staggering from the barn, blood jetting from a large hole in his forehead. He swayed for a moment then collapsed.
The men ducked down.
Zorn sprinted across to the barn, pressing himself against the wall until he reached the door them he stepped into the gap, the barrel of the MP 40 spitting flame. There was silence for a second them the men heard an unmistakable sound.
The noise of a child crying.
Cautiously, they crept out from behind cover, eyes fixed on Zorn as he stood, splay-legged in the barn doorway. Herzog was the first to join him. He looked into the barn and what he saw made him feel sick.
Slumped over a sack of grain was a boy who the sergeant took to be sixteen or seventeen. Blood was pumping from three wounds in his chest and, in his right hand, he held a rifle.
That was what he had shot Faber with.
Beside him were two other children. A girl aged a little more than fifteen and a boy of ten. The girl was holding the boy, tears welling up in her large brown eyes. She watched, bewildered, as Herzog walked across to her, his hand extended. She gripped her brother tighter and tried to melt into the wall. Tears poured even more violently down her cheeks.
She was a big girl for her age, dressed in a simple yellow dress, probably that she had made herself, or with her mother�s help. It was her mother who lay in the house with most of her head blown off.
Herzog knelt beside the children and closed his arms around them. Zorn and Vogel stood transfixed until the corporal turned his head. �Signal the others,� he said, �tell them it�s safe.�
The two men stood for a second, watching, but then turned and walked off to obey the order. Herzog picked up the dead boy and carried it into the courtyard, laying it beside the cart. Then he went back into the barn to fetch the other two children. Moller listened for a moment, certain that along with the sound of the child�s sobs he could hear a lower, guttural sound of anguish.
He realised that it was Herzog and walked quietly away.

Chapter Nineteen

The change which the farm underwent was startling. An hour ago it had been quiet, apparently deserted, now it was a hive of activity. A score of tents were set up in the yard and men were taking the opportunity to rest and catch up on some of life�s more important matters like playing cards and eating. The bodies of the boy and Faber were buried side by side behind the barn.
The whole place had now been thoroughly searched and Captain Ritter had given orders that they should camp there the night. Rations were shared out and anything that could be found lying about was made use of. Vogel and Schiller found that one of the fields had been planted with carrots and potatoes. Those that they couldn�t eat they stuffed into their packs for the future.
Now they sat around playing cards and eating, not even thinking that there was a war on.
�I tell you,� said Schiller, laying down his cards, �there�s nothing to beat a good feed.�
�Yes there is,� Vogel corrected him.
�What is it?�
�A good fuck.�
Schiller shrugged. �That depends where you are, doesn�t it, I mean, if you were in the middle of the desert with nothing to eat or drink and two wagons rolled up, one with food and the other with crumpet, which one would you get in?�
Vogel scratched his groin and looked thoughtful. �The one with the crumpet,� he finally decided.
Schiller shook his head. �No good.�
�Why not?�
�Well, I mean to say, if you hadn�t had anything to eat for a few days, you wouldn�t have the strength to get it up.� He smiled. �What use is a lorry-load of crumpet if you can�t even get a hard on?�
Vogel nodded and stuffed a whole potato into his mouth.
Driest picked at his food like a sparrow. �Fancy staying here the night,� he muttered, �if the Russians catch up we�re sitting ducks.�
�The Russians are miles behind,� said Schiller.
�They�re in front of us too, you know. They�ve probably already reached the fucking bridge and they�re sitting waiting for us to roll up so they can finish us off for good.� He gave up his potatoes and returned to biting his nails.
�Well, at least old Gustavus is happy now,� Schiller said, reflectively, �I mean, he�s gone up there to meet the Governor.�
Moller laughed.
�Mine, bad way to die,� said Kahn.
�Is there a good way?� muttered Driest.
�With mine, you not see what hit you.�
�And that�s just the way I want it,� said Schiller, �if I get killed, which I doubt, I hope it�s quick.�
�What makes you think you�ll survive?� Driest demanded. �I doubt if any of us will get out of this shit so why are you so fucking special?�
�My dear Driest,� said Schiller, assuming a haughty pose, �it�s all a matter of luck whether a man gets killed or not and I am a lucky man.� He let rip with a loud fart, a suitable full stop to the sentence. Moller laughed again. Kahn pulled out a bottle of vodka from his pack, took out the cork with his teeth and swallowed a couple of mouthfuls. He wiped his mouth with the back of his hand and passed the bottle to Zorn who accepted it gratefully.
Night slowly began to draw in, crushing the sun, draining it of its colour, it oozed crimson into the sky and stained all around it the colour of blood.
With the coming darkness came the cold and, before long, an icy wind was whipping down from the hills. Schiller and the others picked up their gear and tramped across to one of the barns. Once inside they fell down onto the piles of straw and curled up like so many mice. The straw offered a certain warmth and, in their dreams, men could imagine themselves in a bed with clean sheets and blankets. Such a luxury they had not seen since the war began.
*
Sergeant Foss turned up the wick on the oil-lamp and the room became brighter. The faces of the men inside took on a curious yellow glow in the light of the flame.
Captain Ritter looked closely at the young girl across the remains of his dinner. He was sitting at the table in the kitchen of the farmhouse. Standing beside him was Foss, on his left were Herzog and, holding a protective arm around the two children, Synovski. The girl had calmed down slightly during the time she had been with them but still not enough to eat the pitiful little meal which they had offered her. The boy, on the other hand, seemed quite relaxed and gazed up at the German soldiers in wonder rather than fear. Perhaps he was too young to understand, thought Herzog. The boy reminded Foss of his youngest child and he had to fight hard to retain his composure at the thought of his family.
�Ask her if she knows anything about the Russians,� said Ritter, pressing his fingertips together, watching while Synovski repeated the question in Polish. The girl looked up and shook her head. Her big brown eyes filled again and it looked as if she was going to cry but the Pole said something to her and she nodded, even trying to smile.
�What about the partisans?� Ritter wanted to know.
Synovski asked and the captain sat forward when the girl began to speak. �What did she say?� he demanded eagerly. The Pole shrugged. �She doesn�t know what partisans are.�
Foss looked across at Herzog and suppressed a snigger, the corporal smiled.
�Does the boy know anything?�
�What about?� sighed Synovski.
�I want to know if he�s seen the Russians,� said Ritter.
The Pole dropped to one knee so that he was looking into the boy�s face, then murmured something quietly. The child smiled at him but said nothing. Synovski got to his feet.
�He knows nothing.�
Ritter pulled at his bottom lip, contemplatively, then sat forward again. �Ask her who shot her mother.�
The Pole repeated the words and the girl suddenly began to babble away. Ritter smiled.
�She says the men had black uniforms,� said Synovski.
�S.S.� muttered Herzog, reaching into his pocket. He took out the cartridge-case and laid it before Ritter. �I found that beside the body. It�s from a Luger.�
Ritter picked it up and studied it.
�We should have realised,� said Herzog, �This has got S.S. written all over it.�
�What do you mean?� demanded the captain.
�The woman was neck-shot,� the corporal told him, �that�s their favourite trick.�
�There must have been a reason for it.�
Herzog grunted indignantly.
�The other boy had a rifle,� added the captain. He stood up and crossed to the children, who looked at him fearfully. �Ask her where her brother got the rifle,� he told Synovski and the Pole translated.
�She said it belonged to her father,� he replied.
Ritter sneered. �It was a Russian rifle.�
�What the hell do you expect him to have?� snapped Herzog. �A Mauser?�
The captain ignored the remark and kept his eyes fixed on the two children. �Find out how they came to be hiding in the barn and what happened to their father.�
Synovski asked and then listened intently as the girl recounted her story, barely pausing for breath. Their father had seen the S.S. jeep coming and had told them to hide in the barn. The men had taken her mother inside the house, she had heard the shot, then they had put her father in the jeep and taken him away. The girl began to cry.
Ritter sneered. �They were probably all partisans,� he said.
�Even the boy?� asked Herzog, pointing to the child. �At ten years old?�
�Age has no meaning in matters like this.�
�Captain, for God�s sake, we haven�t seen or heard anything of partisans and the bloody S.S. didn�t either. They were probably out for blood and this happened to be the first place they came too.� He shook his head angrily.
�Everyone is under suspicion,� shouted Ritter, �I want these children kept under guard until morning.�
�And then what?� asked Herzog.
Ritter clasped his hands behind his back and rocked to and fro on his heels. �I will decide tomorrow,� he said. �You may leave.�
Synovski ushered the children out, keeping his arm around them as a protection against the biting wind. The girl shivered and began to weep softly but the Pole lifted her up and kissed her gently on the forehead. Foss took the boy and, together, they walked to the barn. All around, men were huddled together, wrapped in blankets and greatcoats. They looked up as the three men passed, some shuffling aside to make a path. Herzog looked down at the row of sanguine faces and a great feeling of weariness came over him.
They reached the barn and walked in. Across by one wall was Schiller, his loud snores ensuring that few of the others got much sleep. Herzog kicked him.
�What the fuck is it?� mumbled Schiller, looking up.
The corporal put a finger to his lips and pointed to the children. �We�ve got visitors, keep quiet.� Schiller muttered something and rolled over. Herzog grinned and padded over to the other side of the barn where Foss and Synovski had covered the children with their greatcoats. They were already asleep. The Pole leant over and kissed the little girl on the cheek.
�I wonder where her father is,� whispered Foss, stroking the boy�s hair. Herzog sat down beside them. �Dangling from a tree somewhere, I shouldn�t wonder,� he said.
�Maybe Ritter was right,� said Synovski, �he could have been a partisan.�
Herzog shook his head. �Maybe. But, like I said, chances are he was just unlucky.�
�We�re all unlucky,� said the Pole, �being stuck in the middle of this lot.� He shook his head and looked down at the sleeping children. �What do you think he�ll do with them?�
�What does it say in the rule-book about children?� snarled the corporal bitterly. �Because if it�s not in there he won�t know what to do.�
�Do you think he�ll shoot them?� the Pole persisted.
Silence greeted this question; he looked into the faces of his companions, searching their eyes for an answer, but none was visible. He looked down at the children.
The Pole didn�t sleep much that night and, as dawn climbed over the horizon, he was sitting up waiting for it. The sky suddenly became brighter and the men in the yard began to rouse themselves. They stood up, stiff with cold and hunger, many urinating where they stood. Others preferred the privacy of the cattle-shed. It had become a communal latrine and, as Synovski watched, he could see the steam rising from it into the crisp early-morning air. He woke Herzog and Foss and their movements, in turn, disturbed the children who pulled their coats tighter round them and peered out into the daylight.
Tents were taken down, gasmask cases which had been used as rough pillows were returned to their rightful positions. Some men lit up cigarettes and, soon, the sound of coughing filled the air.
Lookouts who had stood all night in the freezing wind tried to restore their circulation by jumping up and down. No one bothered trying to shave, few even bothered washing. Half eaten meals from the night before were hurriedly finished off.
Schiller took one of the potatoes from his pack and began munching on it as if it were an apple he had just picked. He brushed the excess dirt off on his tunic, then began his feast.
Vogel rubbed his groin and smiled. �I had a lovely dream,� he said. �I dreamt I was marooned on a desert island with a regiment of nymphomaniacs.�
�I dreamt that the war was over,� said Driest, yawning and stretching his arms.
�Now that is a dream,� said Schiller.
�All right,� shouted Foss, �on your feet, let�s go.�
Muttering mutinously, the men picked up their equipment and filed out into the yard, forming a line behind Foss. The children were standing between Synovski and Kahn. The Pole gently touched the girl�s head and she shivered a little in the cold breeze. The men snapped to attention as Captain Ritter emerged from the farmhouse. He saluted the waiting horde and crossed to Foss�s section.
�We cannot leave them here,� he said, pointing to the children, �and, as you know, we are forbidden to take prisoners.� He began pacing up and down, followed by the collective gaze of the men.
�So what do we do?� asked Foss.
Ritter answered without hesitation, �Shoot them.�
The men round about froze; Synovski gripped the boy�s hand but dared not look at him. The child looked up and smiled.
�Well,� repeated Ritter, �you heard what I said.� He looked at Herzog. �Shoot them.�
�You shoot them, sir,� said the corporal, quietly.
�I gave you an order, corporal, obey it.�
Synovski stepped forward, pushing the children before him. �I�ll do it, sir,� he said. Ritter smiled. �Very well.�
The Pole pulled the Radom pistol from his belt and cocked it. Herzog looked incredulously at him and took a step forward, but the Pole shook his head, almost imperceptibly. The corporal saw and stepped back. Pushing the children in front of him, the Pole disappeared behind the barn.
In the silence of the morning, two shots rang out and, a moment later, he returned. Ritter smiled and looked across at Herzog. �I�ll deal with you later.�
Herzog clenched his teeth; the words were there but he held them back.
It was nearly five in the morning when the column left the farm.
The two children watched them go from the safety of the barn. They never did quite understand why the strange man in the grey uniform had told them to lie down and had then fired two shots into the wall above their heads. He had kissed them both and left.
They wondered if they would ever see him again.
*
Twisting gently in the breeze, the two bodies dangled from the branches of the tree like discarded puppets. What horrors those eyes had seen no one knew but they were stretched wide, blackened around the extremities and sunken into pallid flesh which was a day away from putrefying. Stripped of their uniforms, they hung, naked, for all to see, revealing the extent of the injuries which had killed them. Dried blood was caked all over the corpses like random tattoos and, as they were cut down, some of it flaked off. Both of them had been tortured before they died, probably for no other reason than the enjoyment of their torturers. Long wounds had been scored the length of their bodies, ending at the groin, scene of the worst mutilation of all. For between the legs was a blackened void of nothingness, a gaping wound, still raw and red, mottled green in places with gangrene, where the genitals should have been. The stench which it gave off did nothing to dissuade the flies which swarmed over the gaping sore like so many gourmets, enjoying the flavour of corruption.
�Partisans,� said Herzog flatly, unable to take his eyes off the sight hanging before him, �no one else kills like that.�
�I wonder how long they�ve been here,� said Foss.
�A day or two,� answered the corporal, prodding one of the corpses with the barrel of his MP 40. The other men began to cast nervous glances around them. The partisans could still be around for all they knew; you didn�t realise they were there until they got you. Driest twisted back the bolt on his Mauser rifle and it clicked noisily in the silence of the forest.
�Fancy cutting their choppers off,� said Vogel, painfully.
Schiller overheard him and grinned. �Why not? They wouldn�t have much use for them out here anyway.� He spat into the grass under the first corpse.
�Shouldn�t we bury them?� said one of the engineers, a boy who had yet to reach his twentieth birthday.
�We haven�t the time,� snapped Ritter.
�We�d have time to bury you, you bastard,� muttered Herzog, under his breath. Foss dug him in the ribs, afraid that the captain might hear. Ritter paced up and down for a moment, then turned to Ganz.
�See if you can get through to Divisional Headquarters,� he snapped, �find out what is going on.�
Ganz nodded and began fiddling with the controls but he heard nothing but the whine of static. It went on for a minute or two, then, abruptly, cut out completely. He looked up apologetically at Ritter and shrugged his shoulders.
�Keep trying,� he was told.
Foss stepped forward. �Captain, wouldn�t it be wise to move on? If there are partisans in the area��
Ritter cut him short. �I must first know the position of the Russians.�
�Yes sir, but surely the longer we stay here��
�Enough, sergeant,� bellowed Ritter, angrily, �we are not moving from this spot until I hear from Divisional Headquarters, is that understood?� He fixed his gaze on Foss, watching as the words registered. The sergeant clenched his fists and saluted stiffly.
The men stood around nervously as Ganz fiddled with the radio.
�Calling Headquarters, do you read me?� he repeated endlessly. His voice becoming more desperate as time ticked on and no answer came. Ritter continued to pace backwards and forwards, watched by Foss and Herzog. Ganz was sweating, beads of moisture rolling from his sloping forehead, his hand quivered on the frequency control but, finally, a voice stammered through the static. He hurriedly turned the dial back, trying to find the voice again.
�Calling Headquarters, come in please,� he gasped and this time he got an answer. Watched by the other men, he relayed their position.
�Ask them where the Russians are,� demanded Ritter, impatiently.
Ganz relayed the question and sat anxiously, waiting for the answer.
�Headquarters report that they reached Kradiski three hours ago.�
�A map,� demanded Ritter, �I want to see a map.�
An engineer corporal pulled one from his pack and handed it to the captain who spread it out on a tree-trunk beside the road. He ran his finger over it, searching for the place marked Kradiski. �Here it is,� he said quietly, �twenty miles north-east of Poznan.� He turned to Synovski. �What is the name of the town beyond this forest?�
The Pole looked thoughtful for a moment, then said, �Sroda.�
Ritter looked at his compass and then down at the map, but it was Foss who spoke first: �And we�re twenty-four miles away.�
�They�ve got in front of us,� said Herzog flatly.
Driest began chewing his nails.
Ritter dropped the compass back into his pocket. �We can still make it,� he said, reassuring no one, including himself, �provided we don�t run into any trouble on the way. There are fewer of us than there are of the Russians, we should be able to move more quickly.�
The order was given to move off. Ganz strapped the radio to his back again and took his place in the column. Silently, they moved off, ears and eyes alert for the slightest sound or movement. Equipment jangled conspicuously and men cursed themselves and their companions. Ritter walked slowly, between Herzog and Foss, his pistol drawn and ready. Everyone was on edge, it was a dangerous situation. Herzog had seen men snap under pressure like this. It happened frequently under bombardment but this deathly silence was, in its own way, as damaging as artillery barrages. The sun poked burnished fingers through the canopy of leaves. Birds fluttered noiselessly through the trees searching for their nests. Schiller looked up, an involuntary motion which caused Driest to clutch his arm.
�What is it?� he whispered.
�What the fuck is the matter with you?� said Schiller, in surprise.
�Did you hear something?�
Schiller was about to answer when a shout came from the front of the column, �Quiet back there.� He saw Foss glaring at him. Those at the rear of the column bunched together in mutual fear; no one dared lag behind. The column crackled with its own static nervous tension.
Ahead of them, a dog barked.
Ritter swung his arm up and was about to squeeze the trigger when Herzog knocked the weapon from his hand.
�What the hell do you think you�re doing?� snarled the captain, retrieving his weapon.
�The sound would carry a long way in here,� Herzog told him. �We don�t want to alert his master, do we?� He pointed to a small wooden hut, held snugly between a clump of fir-trees, about a hundred yards ahead. The dog had stopped barking and was standing watching them, growling quietly. Men gripped their weapons tighter and felt the blood rush through their veins at a faster rate.
�Check it out,� said Ritter, nodding at Herzog who was about to walk away when he felt a hand on his shoulder. Ritter was looking deep into his eyes. �If there is someone in there, I want them alive.�
Herzog walked off and motioned for Kahn, Vogel and Synovski to join him. The four of them scuttled off towards the hut while the other men took cover behind trees and bushes. Ritter watched them, ducking behind trees, crawling occasionally, blending in with the subdued floor of the forest. Like huge insects they scuttled up to the hut, thanking God that it had no windows through which they could be seen. The dog continued to growl and as it approached Vogel he swung his rifle butt and clouted the animal across the head. It dropped soundlessly and lay still.
�Fucking dogs,� he grunted.
Herzog pressed himself against the wall of the hut and readjusted his grip on the MP 40. He looked across and saw Kahn draw his sword. The Jap nodded to him and the corporal edged towards the corner of the building. Cautiously, he peered round.
In a small fenced-off area before the hut, a number of chickens strutted, pecking at the moss-strewn earth in search of worms. A pig nosed inquisitively in a pile of grey embers, stirring the ash and sending a plume of white smoke into the damp air. It grunted angrily as Kahn edged round the corner towards the hut door. The Jap eyed the pig hungrily for a second, remembering that he hadn�t eaten for two days, but a nudge from Herzog dissolved his fantasy of pork and apple sauce. The Jap nodded and groped his way along the remainder of the wall until he was near the door. On the other side, Synovski and Vogel appeared. The Pole nodded to Herzog who had his hand on the rough latch.
Before he could lift it, the door was opened from the inside and he found himself staring into the face of a woman. For brief seconds they both froze, then he realised that she was wearing a uniform. A Russian uniform.
She opened her mouth to scream but, quick as a flash, Kahn stepped forward. Herzog saw the sword-blade wink at him as it shot past, burying itself in the woman�s throat. Blood spurted from the wound, spraying him. The woman fell forward.
As her blood splattered him, Herzog regained his wits. He kicked the door open and stepped into the hut, MP 40 at the ready. Synovski and the others followed him in. All four of them stood in silence, guns trailed on the occupants of the hut. It was Vogel who broke the silence.
�Fuck me,� he gasped, delightedly, �the place is full of bloody crumpet.�
There were three women in the room, one of them naked on the rickety bed. It was towards this one that Vogel turned his attention. The other two sat at a table eating. Both wore uniforms. The third had removed hers and had been trying to sleep; now, as she saw Vogel�s hungry eyes running up and down her naked body, she reached for her jacket.
�Leave it,� snapped Herzog, swinging the sub-gun round.
The girl�s arm dropped. Herzog nodded to Synovski and the Pole grabbed the jacket, rummaging through the pockets. He found nothing and flung it back at the girl who pulled it on.
�What did you do that for?� groaned Vogel.
�Shut up,� snapped Herzog. He turned to the two at the table. �Do either of you understand German?� he asked.
One of the women, in her early thirties with long dark hair tied up in a bun, nodded.
�Fetch Ritter,� snapped the corporal and Kahn hurried off.
Herzog shook his head. �Women.�
�They�re regular army,� said Synovski pointing to the uniforms, �the Russians must be getting as desperate as us for troops.�
�Fancy using crumpet,� said Vogel, �what a fucking waste, having to shoot it when you could be screwing it!� He sighed wistfully and looked at the third girl. She was young, in her late teens, he judged and the rough material of her uniform scarcely concealed her ample breasts. Vogel licked his lips expectantly.
Herzog watched as Synovski collected up their weapons and laid them out of reach. This done, he stepped back beside the corporal, keeping his Radom pistol pointed at the two women at the table.
�You,� said Herzog to the one who understood German, �where is the rest of your unit?�
In faltering German she told him, �that way,� and motioned to the north.
�What are you doing here?� he asked.
The woman told him they had become separated from the rest of the unit about three days ago as they moved through the forest. The corporal frowned. Then it was true, the Russians must have got in front of them.
�How many were in your unit?�
She told him about six hundred.
�Christ,� muttered Synovski, �there�s enough of these bints to wipe us out.�
Herzog nodded. �Let�s just hope their unit don�t decide to come looking for them.�
Ritter arrived, accompanied by Foss. The captain seemed quite unmoved by the fact that there were women facing him.
�This one speaks German,� said Herzog, pulling the woman towards him. �She told me that their unit is north of here, it looks as though the Russians are closer than we thought.�
Ritter eyed the woman for a second, then he turned to Herzog. �That is all we need to know.�
He looked at the woman. �Can you lead us out of this forest?�
She nodded.
Ritter turned to leave. �Bring her.�
�What about the other two?� Herzog protested.
In one movement, Ritter brought the Luger up and fired once at the girl at the table. The bullet caught her in the chest, the impact flinging her off the chair. Then he turned and shot the girl on the bed, the force of the bullet slamming her head back against the wall. She slumped forward, blood pouring from the wound in her forehead.
The three Germans stood rooted to the spot, not quite believing what they had just seen. Ritter holstered the pistol and strode out into the cool of the wood.
�Well, he snapped, �come on.�
Pushing their prisoner before them, they filed out of the hut.
*
The girl told them a little more, but nothing of any value. She was frightened but did a good job of concealing it.
She took them as far as the edge of the forest then Ritter shot her too.

Chapter Twenty

A strong wind tossed the first flecks of powdery snow across the hilltop and swept it down towards the swiftly flowing river. It coursed along the valley floor like a silvery tongue, reflecting the light of the moon like a fluid mirror.
The sixty men on the hillside huddled around their fires and pulled their greatcoats tighter, trying to keep out the icy fingers of frost which stuck needles into their skin.
A metal girder bridge straddled the river, pushing its concrete legs deep into the water. It offered the only safe crossing-point for twelve miles and the Germans sat gazing at it, as if they were afraid it was going to get up at some stage during the night and walk away, cutting them off on this hostile bank. The ground which separated them from his last hope fell away in a series of small plateaus which, from a distance, made it resemble a vast grassy staircase. Dotted with trees, it stretched out before them bisected by stone walls and hedges. Perhaps it had once been used as farm-land, at least to keep grazing animals, but of the farm itself there was no trace. It had been erased, foundations and all, leaving not even a scar on the land.
The ground on the opposite side of the river sloped up sharply again, disappearing into another thick wood. A mask for the area of marshes beyond it. The area was clearly marked on the map though and a well defined road ran through the middle of it.
That road led straight to Poznan.
Schiller lit a cigarette and drew deeply on it. He blew out a stream of smoke which mingled with his own hot breath.
�I wondered how long it would be before the snow got here,� he said shivering.
�I hate the cold,� added Vogel. �Why the hell couldn�t we have been posted to Greece or somewhere else warm?�
�What difference does it make,� asked Driest, �if you get shot in snow or sunshine?�
Zorn finished loading his P-38 and stuck it back in the holster.
�Like a kid with a bloody toy,� said Schiller, derisively.
Zorn ignored him. �You�d do well to clean your equipment, my friend, you never know when you are going to need it.�
Schiller pulled out his pistol and brandished it at Zorn. �There�s nothing wrong with that,� he said, smiling. �Put a stop to any Russian, that will.� He reholstered it.
�Let�s hope so,� said Herzog, suddenly appearing behind him. He sat down beside the barely glowing fire and stretched out his hands towards it, as if trying to pluck the warmth from the air.
�Do you think we�ll make it?� asked Driest, nervously.
Herzog shrugged. �I wouldn�t like to lay money on it.�
Schiller sat up. �Even money, corporal, that we make it.� He held out his hand. Herzog slapped it good-humoredly. �I only bet on certainties,� he said.
Vogel grunted. �One thing�s for certain,� he said. �If I don�t get a woman soon, I�m going to go mad.� He paused reflectively. �Fancy Ritter shooting that crumpet! What a waste, we should be fucking them, not shooting them.�
Herzog laughed. �She�d have had your cock off with a knife if you gave her the chance.�
Vogel covered his groin protectively.
�Yes,� added Schiller, �it was probably them who cut the choppers off those poor bastards back in the forest.�
�No, that was partisans all right,� said Synovski, �no one else kills like that. Those tarts were too scared to do anything like that.�
�Partisans,� said Driest, resignedly, �they�ve probably been following us all the bloody way.�
�Could be,� Herzog agreed.
�I wonder if Ritter is married?� said Zorn, reflectively.
�Yes,� said Herzog, �he�s married to the fucking army.�
Moller laughed. �I�ll bet he does everything by numbers.�
Schiller grinned. �Even having a crap.� He got up and began strutting about, imitating the officer. �Trousers down,� he shouted, �prepare to shit.� He saluted; giggling, the other men momentarily forgot the cold. �In the name of the F�hrer I will now empty my bowels.� He farted loudly and collapsed on the ground, the happy laughter of his companions ringing in his ears.
�You should be locked up,� said Herzog, grinning. �You�re mad.�
�We�re all mad,� added Driest, �for being here.�
�You know, Driest,� began Foss, lighting a cigarette, �I think you�ll be disappointed if you survive this bloody war.�
Driest shrugged and began drawing patterns in the earth. �What do you think will happen to those two kids we found?�
�On the farm?� wondered Schiller.
He nodded.
Herzog took a bar of chocolate from his pocket and broke off a square. �The Russians will probably kill them for being spies.�
�But they didn�t help us,� said Zorn, naively.
�That doesn�t matter,� explained the corporal, �the Russians won�t know that.�
�What a war!� muttered Synovski.
Schiller spat. �Well, us sitting here and worrying about it isn�t going to make it end any quicker, is it?� He reached across and took the vodka-bottle from Kahn. �Here, give me that, you slant-eyed bastard.� He tipped his head back and drained off most of the remaining liquid. Kahn returned to cleaning his sword, polishing the blade until it sparkled in the moonlight.
�How did you ever get into this bloody mess, Kahn?� asked Herzog. �What the hell is a Jap doing in the Germany army?�
Kahn shrugged. �I born in Germany, German citizen, fight for Germany.�
�Yes, but what about all this master race crap?� Herzog persisted.
Kahn smiled. �Japs fighting on same side as Nazis, they think I all right to wear Nazi uniform.�
The corporal nodded.
�Hitler has to be grateful for what he can get,� said Foss, staring down at the river. He flicked his cigarette-butt into the darkness and dragged himself to his feet. �Come on, Driest, it�s our turn for guard.� Muttering, Driest got to his feet and trudged off after the sergeant. The men they were to replace had been positioned just over the crest of the hill and, as he reached the top, Foss could see one of them leaning against a tree.
�I bet the bastard�s asleep,� he murmured under his breath and lengthened his stride, his eyes fixed straight ahead.
Driest came puffing up behind him. �What�s the matter?� he asked, seeing the expression on the sergeant�s face.
�That�s Von Roder,� he explained, �and the bastard�s asleep on duty.� He smiled. �I�ve been waiting for this chance for a long time.�
With an expectant grin on his grizzled face, Foss reached out a hand and grabbed Von Roder�s arm.
�Wake up, you��
The words froze on his lips. Von Roder toppled to one side and fell on his back, sightless eyes staring at the moon.
His throat had been cut, and recently by the look of it, the flaps of skin at either side of the gaping wound moved gently in and out as the thick blood bubbled from the ends of the severed arteries. The throat pulsed gently, sucking like the gills of a fish, a faint gurgling noise reached Foss�s ears as he stood staring at the blood, bubbling up like fermenting red beer.
�Partisans,� he muttered under his breath, turning his back on the corpse. �You stay here,� he told Driest, �I�ll find Ritter.�
Driest nodded and looked down at the body of Von Roder. He felt his heart quicken and he squinted into the gloom of the night, his rifle held tightly. The breath caught in his throat. God knew how many partisans were out there. Perhaps one had a rifle trained on him at this very moment. He shook his head, driving the thought away.
Foss picked his way through the men until he found Ritter. The captain was laying amongst the engineers, wrapped in a groundsheet and trying to sleep. Foss snapped his heels together and coughed exaggeratedly. Ritter opened his eyes and looked up.
�What is it, sergeant?� he asked wearily.
�Partisans, sir,� said Foss, flatly.
The captain pulled the groundsheet away and scrambled to his feet, drawing the Luger from its holster. He looked anxiously at the sergeant.
�How many of them?� he asked.
�I haven�t seen them, sir, but��
Ritter cut him short angrily. �Then why did you wake me? What makes you think there are partisans about?�
�We found one of the sentries with his throat cut,� snarled Foss, trying to keep his voice low.
�Tell the men to stand ready,� ordered Ritter, kicking the sleeping men around him. They looked up in bewilderment and, grumbling mutinously, dragged themselves up.
The word was spread before the order.
�Partisans�.
Silence descended on the moonlit hillside, bathing the Germans in a cold white light, making them visible for miles. Men shivered, a mixture of fear and cold. Hands felt clammy against the cold of gun-metal. Men squinted through the darkness, trying to shield their eyes against the snow. They saw things that weren�t there, heard noises where there was only silence.
Far away to the north, the sky was beginning to turn red; a steady rumbling of cannonfire rolled across the land but the men couldn�t hear it. Their problems were more immediate. Herzog felt the skin prickle at the back of his neck and, despite the cold, he felt the perspiration sticking hotly to his back. The reality of hand-to-hand combat didn�t bother him, at least he could see his enemy face to face, but standing impotently waiting to be shot down by an unseen assailant, the idea horrified him. He swallowed hard and chanced a glance around. The others were as nervous as he was, fingers rested uncertainly on triggers and a vast hand of fear slowly enveloped the men.
It didn�t release its grip until morning.
The sun brought more than warmth and light, it brought relief. The men relaxed when the order to stand down was given, they put down their weapons. Fires were relit and cigarettes passed round by those glad to be still alive.
�I bet the bastards were sitting out there all night watching us,� said Schiller, yawning. He sat down on the damp earth and rubbed his hands together, trying to restore the circulation.
�Well they won�t try anything in the daylight,� said Foss, chewing on a piece of stale bread, �night birds, the partisans.�
�Bloody cowards,� snorted Driest, �they skulk about in the dark like ghosts.�
�Too bloody right,� said Schiller, �what�s the point in parading about so that everybody can see you? That�s the quickest way to get killed.�
�What about Von Roder?� asked Ganz. �Aren�t we going to bury him?�
�Fuck him,� grunted Schiller, stuffing half a potato into his mouth, �the bastard had it coming, if the partisans hadn�t done it someone else would have.�
�We�d better not sit around here too long,� said Herzog, peering through the binoculars. �Look.� He handed the glasses to Foss and pointed towards a set of low hills which were spouting smoke. The sky above them was black and, as Foss watched, he could make out the black arrowheads of distant aircraft.
�Poznan,� he said quietly, �looks like they�ve beaten us to it.�
�They could be ours,� offered Schiller, hopefully.
Foss shrugged. �Could be, but you know how fast the Russians move.� He handed the binoculars back to Herzog and spread the map out in front of him.
�Six miles to go,� he said, thoughtfully.
�It�s not getting there that bothers me,� added Herzog, still looking through the twin lenses, �it�s what we�re going to find when we get there.�
�You saw it too,� said Ritter, appearing at his elbow. �Sergeant Foss, we must move on immediately, if the Russians have reached the town, then they can�t be far behind either. We are in danger of being encircled.�
Brilliant deduction, thought Herzog, lowering the glasses. Ritter leant over the map and prodded it with his finger. �We can take that route when we have crossed this bridge, that way we can bypass the Russians on the outskirts of Poznan.� He turned to Ganz. �Try and get through to H.Q., I want to know their strength.�
The radio crackled for a moment, then whined and went dead. Ganz fiddled ineffectively with it and then shrugged his shoulders. �It�s blown,� he said.
Ritter kicked out at the broken set and turned on Foss, �Get these men up now,� he shouted. Foss saluted and bellowed to the waiting Germans to pick up their gear. Vogel lifted the heavy MG 42 onto his shoulder and stepped into line beside Schiller who was finishing off his potato.
Herzog was the first one to hear the rumbling.
�Listen,� he said, raising a hand for quiet.
The men cocked hopeful ears but heard nothing.
�You�re imagining things,� chided Schiller.
�No,� interrupted Driest, �I hear it too.�
�It�s probably coming from over there,� said Synovski, motioning towards Poznan, still bleeding smoke into the air.
Herzog shook his head. �It�s closer than that.�
�Why are you standing around?� demanded Ritter, angrily. �Corporal, move your men.�
�Listen,� snapped Herzog, turning on Ritter.
�The guns,� shouted the captain, �it�s the guns.�
�Then why,� said Herzog, looking down, �is the earth shaking?�
The men looked round, towards the top of the hill, and thought that they had been transported back in time.
It was as if a race of centaurs had crested the ridge. The rumbling grew to a climax and then broke like a wave over the hill. First a line of upheld sabres appeared, then the heads and necks of the horses and finally the shapes of the men riding them.
Cossacks, hundreds of them, astride magnificent horses, swept over the crest, sabres glinting in the early-morning sunlight.
�Oh my God,� whispered Driest.
Without waiting for the order, the Germans broke and fled, racing for the bridge at the bottom of the valley. Behind them, horses snorted wildly urged on by the exhortations of their riders. Many of the Russians were also carrying machine-guns and a hail of bullets began to spatter the fleeing Germans. Those that fell were left to be trampled, no one dared stop to help them.
�Take cover,� screamed Ritter as they reached a line of hedges, �we can�t outrun them.�
The men threw themselves behind the hedge, scrambling for their weapons and firing madly into the wall of flesh. The thunder of horses� hooves was momentarily drowned by the crash of rifles and machine-guns. High-pitched screams rang out over the hillside as bullets ploughed through men and horses, dropping them like slaughtered cattle. Many of the Cossacks dismounted and fired back, using the bodies of dead horses as cover. A group of about thirty charged the crouching Germans.
Vogel squeezed the trigger of the MG 42 and a hail of bullets swept the onrushing Cossacks. Horses cartwheeled, sending riders hurtling through the air. One man, unable to release his foot from the stirrup, screamed as the limb was wrenched from the socket. Grenades exploded amongst them, the blasts plucking men from their saddles and hurling them beneath the hooves of the following horses.
One of the German engineers had a flame-thrower and, as half a dozen Cossacks reached the hedge, he turned its blistering tongue towards them. There was a loud whoosh and the air was filled with the stench of burning oil and the shriek of flame, next moment to be replaced by the howls of agony as men and animals were reduced to ashes by the flame. Burning horses dashed madly about, carrying riders who were living torches. The familiar odour of charred flesh filled the air.
An officer, riding a magnificent white stallion, hurdled the fence and landed next to the engineer. Before he had time to swing the flame-thrower round, the Cossack brought his sabre down and, with a blow which combined demonic force with effortless expertise, split the man�s skull. The sabre sliced through the flesh and muscle and the engineer�s face fell off as if it were a piece of apple. The officer wheeled his horse, looking for fresh victims. He saw one.
Kahn stood firm as the Cossack thundered towards him; he whipped out the samurai sword and waited. The blow swept over his head and he struck out, catching the horse in the side. The animal shrieked and fell, its entrails spilling out in a red and yellow pulp. The officer tumbled from it and, before he could get up, the Jap skewered him to the floor. A gout of blood rose from the wound, spattering Kahn, but he pressed down on the hilt until he felt it puncture earth.
�We�ve got to reach the bridge,� said Ritter, squeezing off a shot.
�If we run, they�ll slaughter the lot of us,� said Foss.
�Not if we go a few at a time,� said Herzog.
The other two men looked at him, silently demanding an explanation; he continued, �A group of men will have to hold them off while the others get to the bridge. It could be blown up when everyone was across.�
Ritter nodded, a slight smile creasing his lips. �Very well, corporal, you hold them, I will lead the others down to the bridge.�
�Wolf,� began Foss, touching the corporal�s arm, �how do you get down?�
�Run like hell,� answered Herzog flatly.
He watched as the first group picked its way cautiously down the hillside, using the trees to cover their escape. He saw them cross the bridge, two of them pausing to set the charges.
�Ever get the feeling someone�s trying to kill you?� asked Schiller, crawling across to join him.
�Ritter?� Herzog asked.
His companion nodded. �He wants it bad, my friend.�
Herzog looked at him for a second, then down at the bridge; more men were filing across it, joining Ritter who was standing safely on the far bank.
A grenade went off near Herzog, killing two men. He glanced over the hedge and saw that all the cossacks had now dismounting and were contenting themselves with picking their opponents off with rifle and pistol fire. Many of them were scattered around, slumped over their horses. Wounded animals raised their heads as if soliciting help. The sight of them made Driest want to cry.
Schiller prodded him. �There�s a bloody fortune lying out there.�
Driest looked puzzled.
�Glue,� Schiller told him, �they make it from horses� bones. Christ, a bloody fortune.�
Vogel threaded another ammunition belt into the MG and rested his finger on the trigger. He was sweating profusely. Herzog glanced round and saw Foss leaving with the last of the men.
There were now just twelve Germans between the Cossacks and the bridge. He hoped that the explosives had been primed properly. As he watched, the corporal saw a number of Cossacks swing themselves up into the sadle. Were they going to cut the Germans off from the bridge? The thought spurred him into action.
�All right,� he called, �when I give the word, run and don�t stop until you reach that fucking bridge. Don�t stop for anything.�
A final fussillade of gunfire and the Germans fled.
As one man, the Cossacks leapt into their saddles and thundered after their foes. The pounding of hooves began to grow louder. The gunfire ceased and the Germans dared not look behind them for fear of feeling the hot breath of the horses in their faces. Ignoring the cramp in their muscles, they ran.
A young private tripped and sprawled, twisting his ankles. Whimpering like a puppy he held up a hand for help but was ignored. The Cossacks swept over him, crushing the body beyond recognition.
Two hundred yards to go.
Breath seared in lungs, clogged in throats, the men felt red-hot spears of pain jabbing into their thighs and calves but they found reserves of strength and ran on.
A hundred and fifty yards and the leading Cossacks were gaining.
One, a huge man with one eye, hurled his sabre as if it were a dagger. The blade whirled through the air and buried itself between the shoulder-blades of a private who screamed and pitched forwards. Laughing like a maniac, the cossack drew his Tokarev pistol and prepared to fire. There was a loud retort and he toppled out of the saddle, a bullet in the chest. His companion reined his horse back, stunned, then he saw a number of Germans crouched on the bridge, covering their fleeing companions. It was one of these who had shot his friend. He turned to ride away when a bullet tore open his cheek and he slumped forward over the neck of his horse.
Seventy yards.
The bridge beckoned them. Herzog could see Foss, crouched behind one of the girders. Far below him the water roared along. Schiller felt as though his lungs must burst, perspiration coursed down his face, running down his face and blinding him. But he ran on, grabbing Driest when he faltered, screaming at him to keep going. Bullets ploughed up the ground around his feet and he thought he heard the snorting of a horse next to him but he didn�t look round. The Cossack swept past him and struck out, the sabre slicing open his forehead. Blood spurted madly into the air. Schiller stumbled, thought he was going to fall, but powerful hands dragged him on. He saw, through blood-flecked eyes, his attacker fall before him riddled with bullets.
Fifty yards.
Herzog could see the packs of explosive strapped to the central girders of the bridge, then he felt the rush of air as the sabre swept past him. He swung his MP 40 up and squeezed the trigger, blasting the Cossack from the saddle. The man�s foot remained in the stirrup and, as the horse galloped wildly away, he was tossed and battered like a broken rag-doll. Schiller, blood pouring from the cut on his forehead, stumbled again, but the others dragged him on until they heard their heavy jackboots beginning to crash out a rhythm on the metal of the bridge.
The leading Cossacks swept after them, the horses� hooves striking sparks as they clattered after the fleeing Germans.
Herzog could see two men hunched over detonators on the far bank, wires running from the boxes to the explosives on the bridge. Yelling madly, the Cossacks flooded onto the parapet and raced for the far side.
The Germans reached the safety of the bank and, simultaneously, two plungers were rammed down.
There was an enormous explosion and the bridge rose into the air on two tongues of flame. It hung there for a second as if suspended on invisible strings, then, with a shriek of buckling metal, it plunged down into the river below. Whole lengths of girder thudded into the banks like enormous javelins and a massive wave rose up from the river as it swallowed its prey, the white-flecked spray filling the air and drenching the cowering Germans. Cossacks and their horses plummeted into the swirling water, thrashing frantically about for long seconds before disappearing beneath its murky surface. The powerful current swept them away.
Finally, the two ends of the twisted, shattered, structure tipped inwards and even the fast-flowing water could not stifle the clang of metal on metal.
After a few moments, the Germans grouped together and prepared to move off.
�That should hold them off for a while,� said Ritter, smugly.
Herzog grunted. �The Cossacks maybe, but the rest of the army will have bridge-building equipment, you can bet on that.�
�Talk of the Devil,� said Foss, pointing to a hilltop on the far bank. The other men followed his pointing finger and saw the cossacks milling impotently around the remains of the bridge, but now they had been joined by other men, dressed in the familiar brown of the Russian army, and, as the Germans stood quietly by, they saw the unmistakable shape of a T-34 nosing its way through the throng.
�They must have been closer than we thought,� said Herzog, softly.
�What is behind is no longer important,� announced Ritter, �we must move on.� He clasped his hands behind his back and strutted self-importantly to the front of the column. Herzog watched him go. �Pompous bastard,� he muttered under his breath. Then he turned to see how Schiller was. Synovski was just in the process of tying the bandage around his forehead, finishing it off with a neat bow.
�There we are,� he said, proudly, helping Schiller to his feet.
�It�s a dressing, not a bloody Easter bonnet,� said Vogel.
Schiller stood still for a moment, his hands pressed to his temples, then he carefully replaced his steel helmet and stepped into line. Herzog looked questioningly at the Pole.
�He�ll be all right,� he shrugged, �the wound was only a minor one.�
�It didn�t feel like a minor one,� grunted Schiller, touching his head. �That Russian almost did for me with his oversized razor.� He looked across at Kahn. �Now I know what it must be like fighting you, you slant-eyed bastard.�
The Jap smiled. �You be OK, just have headache.�
The column moved off watched by the Russians. There were a few half-hearted shots fired after them but it didn�t really matter.
After all, there was plenty of time.

Chapter Twenty-One

Ritter lowered the binoculars and handed them to Herzog. He adjusted the focus and squinted through the lenses.
Spread out before him, with amazing clarity, was Poznan. He lowered the glasses again and it receded into the distance.
�Two miles,� said Ritter, smiling, �and it looks as though the bridge is still intact. We should be able to cross with little difficulty.�
From where they stood, the city was visible without the need of binoculars. The top of the bell tower offered a magnificent panoramic view of the countryside for at least five miles in all directions. Except the east where the approaches to the town were thickly covered by a dense growth of fir-trees. It was from that direction that the Russians had to come.
The church stood in the heart of the town, a white-walled building with tall tower and shining spire; the weather-vane at the top spun merrily in the breeze. About thirty feet below them was the churchyard with its precision rows of gravestones and crosses bearing names which had long ago been eroded by the wind and rain. As forgotten as the dead they commemorated. A single bell, golden and surprisingly clean, hung in the belfry beside the two men and, Ritter tapped its shell, a series of faint discordant notes trickled from it. Peering over the guard-rail which ran around the top of the tower, the corporal could see down into the vestry. Beyond that was the altar and the pulpit, rows of wooden benches arranged neatly before it. Stained-glass windows filtered light into a hundred different colours as they silently told their stories.
Christ, the Crucifixion.
Ritter took one last look in the direction of Poznan and then he took hold of the metal ladder and slowly climbed down from the tower. Herzog followed and the two men walked through the deserted church, enjoying the solitude, a manifestation of peacefulness almost disquieting in its reverence. Particles of dust drifted aimlessly from beam to beam, changing colour as they passed before multi-hued windows. Ritter paused for a moment, his eyes flicking around the inside of the church. Standing silently before the altar, helmet held across his chest, was Foss. His head was lowered and he had his eyes closed. Herzog could see his lips flickering, forming words but no sound.
Ritter smiled. �Are you a religious man, corporal?� he asked.
�I never have been,� answered Herzog.
�Why not?�
The corporal grunted. �You don�t see what I�ve seen these past four years and still believe in a God.�
Ritter sneered. �Your lack of faith appears to be universal, Herzog, it is not confined merely to the army but also to God.�
�Neither has ever done anything to merit my faith.�
Foss heard them and looked across. He smiled sheepishly, appearing embarrassed that they had seen him. He walked briskly across to join them.
�I was thinking about my wife,� he said, wistfully.
Herzog nodded. The three of them turned and walked out of the church, hesitating slightly as the blast of fine rain met them. Foss hurriedly, replaced his helmet and turned up the collar of his jacket.
Around the square which fronted the churchyard, German soldiers huddled in groups, chatting and smoking, trying to forget the weather and the approaching Russians. In one of these groups stood Vogel. He had his hands thrust deep into the pockets of his trousers and was moving them agitatedly as he watched a young Polish woman cross the square. He made a guttural sound in his throat and sucked in air through pursed lips.
�What wouldn�t I give to get my hands on her?� he muttered lecherously.
Schiller turned to watch the girl and nodded approvingly. �Not bad,� he mumbled.
Zorn shook his head. �I can�t understand why there are so many civilians still here.�
�Where are they going to go?� Synovski said. �Your men in front, the Russians behind. They might just as well sit where they are.�
�They�re probably all partisans,� said Driest, nervously.
�You�ve got partisans on the brain,� said Schiller shaking his head, but the movement hurt him and he pressed a hand to his temple.
�I thought you weren�t going to get hurt,� Driest reminded him.
�We all make mistakes,� grunted Schiller.
�My big mistake was getting roped into this lot,� grumbled Vogel as the woman disappeared around a corner. �Just think, if I was still back in Germany there�d be women chasing me all over, begging for a screw.�
�They wouldn�t chase you if you had an eighteen-carat chopper,� sneered Schiller.
Driest shook his head. �If I�ve got partisans on the brain then he,� he pointed to Vogel, �has got sex on the brain.�
�Course he has sex on the brain,� Schiller grinned, �he doesn�t get it any where else.�
�Too fucking right,� snorted Vogel.
Moller laughed.
The square was empty apart from the occasional civilian passer-by who gawped curiously at the small groups of grey-clad soldiers guarding the approach roads which led into it. There were just over fifty of them, about half that number sheltering in the many abandoned houses which led into the centre of Relstok.
The village was perched on a hilltop, the church its centre point. The simple roads radiating outwards from this hub like the spokes on a wheel. All roads led, quite simply, to the church and to God.
Schiller took a last drag on his cigarette and dropped the butt to the ground, crushing it under his boot. He puffed out his cheeks and rubbed his stomach, which rumbled discontentedly. �I�m hungry,� he announced, looking around at his companions as if he thought they would make a suitable meal. He fumbled in his pack and found a piece of mouldy cheese. The others stood round jealously as he devoured it. None of them had eaten for two days. He belched and grinned at the watching men.
�Pig,� snapped Driest.
�You eat bad cheese,� Kahn told him, �you have bellyache to go with headache.�
Schiller sneered. �I�ve got guts like a bloody incinerator, never had stomach-trouble in my life.� He farted loudly and fanned the air. Vogel wrinkled his nose distastefully. Driest began to pace back and forth agitatedly, his eyes fixed on the clock which hung outside what had once been a tavern. Although no one visited it any more, the owner still kept the clock going and, through his efforts, Driest had now been able to estimate that they had been in Relstok for a little under fifty minutes.
�What the fuck are we hanging around here for anyway?� he demanded.
�Ritter ordered a house-to-house search,� answered Synovski, �he thinks that this might be a base for partisans.�
Driest stamped his foot, like a child who has had its favourite toy taken away. �What the hell does it matter if he whole fucking village is full of partisans? The longer we wait, the quicker the Russians are going to get here.� He began chewing his nails, although there was very little left to chew.
�Looks like they find something,� said Kahn, glancing up the street.
The other men turned their heads to catch a glimpse of what he meant. As they watched, six people walked slowly towards the square, flanked on either side by two German soldiers. Strutting at their head was Sergeant Althus. He gave the men a scornful look as he passed and indicated the captive Poles behind.
�You see what the men in my section can do?� he said proudly. �Flushed out a whole nest of partisans, didn�t we? Whole bloody stack of weapons they had.�
�Partisans,� snarled Synovski, moving forward menacingly, his eyes on one of the three children in the group, �how do you know?�
Althus grinned smugly. �The cellar of the house was full of bloody weapons.�
�They probably didn�t even know about them,� argued the Pole, defensively.
�Balls,� snorted the sergeant, �we�ll see what Captain Ritter has to say about this.� Brushing Synovski aside, he and his followers, captive and captor alike, marched off towards the church.
Although Herzog and Foss hadn�t been aware that a house-to-house search had been initiated, they didn�t have to wonder what Althus wanted as he strode, triumphantly, up to the captain. The sergeant saluted and snapped his heels together.
�Prisoners, sir,� he announced.
Ritter smiled. �Very good, sergeant,� he purred, considering the group of bewildered poles.
�We found a stock of weapons in a house on the edge of the village, sir.�
One of the two women in the group stepped forward and, in surprisingly good German, said, �We knew nothing of the weapons.�
Ritter�s grin dropped away as if it had never existed. �Silence,� he shouted, drawing his Luger. Herzog threw a worried glance at Foss, who gently shook his head.
�Are there any more weapons in the village?� asked the captain.
The woman shook her head resignedly. �I don�t know, we didn�t even know about these��
The sentence trailed off as Ritter lashed out and struck her across the cheek with the pistol butt; the skin split open exposing a network of blood-vessels and muscle. The woman fell. A tall man, whom Herzog took to be her husband, suddenly lunged towards Ritter but, before he could grab the captain, he had received a sharp blow across the head from Althus. He fell at her side.
The woman gazed up at the captain and saw that he was holstering his pistol again; there was an enigmatic glint in his eye. She braced herself, but instead Ritter turned to Herzog and said, �We will find nothing of value from her or the others. Shoot them.�
The corporal swallowed hard, suddenly aware of the silence which had descended as both civilian and soldier alike turned their eyes towards the centre of the square.
�Shoot them,� repeated Ritter, calmly.
Herzog took a step back and glanced at the four men flanking the captives; they had formed a line, their sub-machine-guns pointing downwards.
�Give the order,� demanded Ritter and things began to take on a horrible familiarity. Time seemed to have stood still; Herzog felt as if he were back in St Sarall again. He drew his P-38 and pushed past Foss, his eyes glazed like a drunkard. The four men glanced at him and cocked their weapons. The loud metallic clicks echoed across the square.
�Give the order,� repeated the captain.
Herzog felt a bead of sweat pop onto his forehead; his hand tightened around the butt of the P-38.
Herzog shook his head very slowly. Althus stepped forward but Foss grabbed his arm.
�Tell them to fire,� ordered Ritter.
Herzog was transported back in time; in his mind, images of praying women danced madly. He gritted his teeth until they ached.
�Tell them to fire, I won�t tell you again, Herzog,� Ritter sneered and chuckled throatily. �You might even get another Iron Cross.�
Even if Ritter had been able to see what was happening, it is doubtful if he would have been able to prevent it.
In one practised movement, Herzog swung the P-38 up and, from point-blank range, fired. The bullet caught Ritter just below the left eye, exploding from the back of his head and tearing a hole the size of a tennis ball. He pitched backwards, a greyish slop of brain falling to the cobbles beneath his body. Thick blood bubbled through his hair like water through reeds. Herzog fired again, the impact of the bullet twisting the body round, causing the lifeless arms to twitch as if they had still been animated. It was scarcely necessary to fire the third bullet. Or the fourth.
Herzog stood staring at the corpse for long seconds, then he wheeled and walked away. Foss saw Althus�s hand drop to his holster but he reacted quickly. Herzog spun round when he heard the chatter of machine-gun fire and saw Althus lying alongside the captain, drilled through with a dozen bullet-holes, the pistol still gripped hard in his fist.
Smoke rose from the barrel of Foss�s MP 40, curling up like the smile on his lips. Herzog raised a hand.
The Poles stood rooted to the spot, as did the four guards.
The same shell-blast killed all of them.
�Russians,� shouted Herzog, �take cover.� He threw himself down as another shell exploded, bringing a house down as if it had been made of cards. Machine-guns chattered and rifles cracked, all joined with the rapid succession of shell-bursts. An artificial sun of exploding metal and gunpowder rose swiftly over the town then vanished, to be replaced immediately by another.
�The churchyard,� shouted Foss, �move.�
Without a second invitation, the men scurried across the square and took cover behind the low stone wall. Vogel set up the MG 42 on top of a tomb and checked that the belt was feeding correctly, then he squinted down the sight. Herzog pulled a number of stick grenades from his belt and lashed them together. There were probably tanks on the way.
His assumption was correct. Followed by the swarms of brown-clad infantry, a T-34 appeared round a corner, its machine-guns spitting tracer at the Germans. Whatever resistance the Russians had met from the troops positioned further out must have been slight, for they charged on, screaming oaths and hurling grenades towards the church, standing defiantly before automatic weapons brought them down in heaps. But those behind used the mounds of corpses as cover and, soon, the two sides were sniping at each other across ground covered in blood and strewn thickly with shattered hunks of humanity. Driest hurled a stick grenade and saw it explode, watching as living and dead alike were catapulted into the air by the blast.
Zorn covered his head as an explosion tore up the ground two yards from him; broken chunks of gravestone flew into the air, raining down again like concrete confetti.
�Mortars,� he announced, authoritatively, sitting down to reload his MP 40.
�You�re a useful bloke to have around,� said Schiller, sardonically, shooting down a Russian officer who was crawling towards the wall. �Not everyone can tell you what they�re being shot at with.�
�Not everyone wants to know,� muttered Driest.
Behind the cover of the T-34, three Russians were dragging a Maxim into position behind the ruins of a wall and, in minutes, it was thundering out a reply to the staccato rattle of Vogel�s MG 42. Ganz suddenly got to his feet and scuttled towards the door of the church.
�Where the hell are you going?� shouted Foss, trying to make himself heard above the roar of explosions and chatter of automatic weapons.
�Bell tower,� said Ganz, happily and disappeared into the church.
Foss shrugged and emptied another magazine towards the Russians. Spent cartridge-cases covered the grass of the churchyard like golden confetti, sweating men reloaded their weapons, ignoring the blisters on their hands where the machine-guns had become red-hot. Kahn replaced his Mauser pistol in his belt and snatched up a discarded rifle. He knew that, once a Mauser became overheated, rounds were likely to go off in the chamber, a sight which he had witnessed more than once.
�Here they come,� yelled Herzog, peering over the wall.
A wave of brown seemed to rise from the very earth itself and charge towards the Germans. This time machine-gun fire did not halt them, the blood-crazed Russians hurdled the low stone wall like so many steeple-chasers and threw themselves on the Germans. Although vastly outnumbered, the men in grey had a quality which the Russians did not possess.
Desperation.
Screams of agony began to drown out the noise of weapons as men shot, strangled, stabbed and killed each other any way they would. Pieces of broken gravestone were used to crush skulls to pulp, the loud cracking of bone being clearly audible. Kahn drew his sword and disembowelled a Russian corporal, stepping over the body to slash open the chest of the man following.
Synovski pulled a wooden cross from the earth and drove its sharpened point into a tall private. The man shrieked and fell back, trying to wrench the stake from his stomach. He lay writhing like a snake until a mortar-blast from his own side blew his head off. The Pole drew his Radom pistol and shot down two more of the brown men.
Standing back to back, Herzog and Foss fought off challenge after challenge with their bayonets but, standing close, they were an easy target and, drawing close, a Russian sapper swung his sub-gun on them. Kahn saw the danger but, too late, he struck the man�s head from his body. Herzog was thrown back by the impact of the bullet. It carved a path through his upper arm, ripping away muscle and sinew and sending a burning pain as far as his fingertips. He shouted and turned and Foss fell at his feet. He propped himself up on one elbow, staring at the embroidery of bloody perforations which had been bullet-stitched across his chest. Blood was bubbling thickly from each of them and dribbling from his mouth. Herzog hauled him to his feet and supported him as far as the church, with Kahn hacking a path through the throng of Russians.
Schiller saw them and joined, firing his rifle until it was empty and then using it as a club.
�Fall back,� bellowed Herzog, �into the church.�
Those that could followed. Russians fired wildly after them and a salvo of grenades flew towards the wooden door. There was a roar and a shrieking of snapping wood. Moller was decapitated by the blast; his body remained upright for a second, blood spurting from the severed arteries, then fell forward.
Vogel picked up the MG 42 and fired from the hip, gripping the steaming barrel with hands which were little more than gigantic blisters. Pus mingled with the oil of the gun and the stench was appalling. Ganz hurled down a handful of grenades from the bell-tower, watching with satisfaction as a group of Russians were obliterated.
Synovski and Kahn dragged Foss to the altar inside the church and laid him beneath it; his eyes were open but there was nothing behind them. Only the almost imperceptible movement of his punctured chest told them that he was still alive.
One of the engineers tried to scramble through the church door beside Driest, the clumsy flame-thrower tank on his back making passage more difficult. With careful precision, a Russian captain put one bullet into the tank and the fluid ignited. Man and weapon disappeared in a ball of orange and black flame and Driest, sandwiched next to the man, was set ablaze. He shrieked and threw himself to the ground, rolling over madly in an attempt to extinguish the greedy fire which devoured his skin and uniform. He could feel his eyeballs boiling in their sockets, the blood bubbling in his veins. His skin turned black and, as he dragged himself along the floor, he resembled a gigantic slug, even down to the slime trail of his own melted flesh which he left behind. Babbling in incoherent agony, he rolled onto his back and waited for death.
Zorn vomited, unable to tear his eyes away from the sight of the corpse. Schiller seized him by the collar and slapped his face, pointing towards the horde of Russians who had just burst through the door. The two men dropped down behind pews and opened fire, joined by Vogel who was still holding the MG 42. From point-blank range, men were cut in half by the hail of bullets but the number of Russians seemed unending because they swarmed in over the piles of dead, some even throwing grenades.
One landed near the pulpit and exploded with a hollow boom. Synovski shouted and clutched at his back as a fragment of metal exposed his spine. He crumpled up beside a fragment of broken glass which had failed from one of the stained-glass windows. It showed the face of Christ. The Pole gritted his teeth and smiled down at the image, dragging himself to his feet and staggering across to the altar where Kahn and Vogel had set up the MG. Beneath them, Herzog knelt over the body of Foss and spattered the oncoming Russians with fire from his sub-gun.
Schiller felt a burning pain in his right hand and the pistol was torn from it. Blood was spouting from a hole in his palm and the hand was shaking uncontrollably. The bullet had hit a nerve. He pressed the shaking limb to his side and snatched up a Russian sub-gun and, holding it in one hand, fired. Zorn scrambled to his feet, the blazing Schmeisser gripped in his hands. He saw the Russian sight the rifle and, under better circumstances, he would probably have successfully identified the weapon, but this time all he saw was the puff of white smoke as it went off.
The bullet hit him in the left eye. He screamed and clapped a hand to the socket, drilled empty by the bullet. Blood and vitreous liquid spurted onto his hand and he crashed forward across a pew.
Schiller prodded him, then got up and ran. He was the only German in the church who did not see the tank as it bulldozed its way in. The T-34 ploughed through the brick and mortar as if it had been dried mud, great clouds of asphyxiating dust flooded the church, immersing the place in a kind of white fog. Through it lumbered the tank. Schiller heard the drone of its turret and threw himself down. There was a boom and an explosion the like of which he had never heard and tons of rubble descended. When the smoke cleared he could see that, fortunately, the shot had missed and the only damage done was a gaping hole in one of the walls. He scrambled to his feet and felt something brush past him. It was Kahn.
The Jap was carrying a handful of grenades. Like some huge monkey, he scrambled up onto the hull of the T-34, ripped open the turret hatch and threw them in. Then he hurled himself to the floor and covered his head.
For a second, the church glowed, an inferno of blazing petrol and oil, then it was engulfed by a cloud of choking black smoke, the virulent stench of charred flesh mingling with the acrid fumes of oil and gunpowder. But for the roaring of the flames, the church was silent.
Very slowly, Schiller got to his feet and staggered out of the enveloping black smoke. Kahn appeared at his side, his uniform drenched in blood, some of it his own. His jacket had been torn open to reveal an ugly wound just above the hip and blood pumped thickly from it every time the Jap put his foot down.
Vogel was wrapping lengths of torn-up uniform around his blistered hands while Synovski tried drinking from a discarded water-bottle. Every mouthful was agony; he coughed and dropped the bottle, supporting himself against the altar.
�Well,� said Herzog, indicating the smouldering wreck of the T-34, �at least we�ve blocked their way in.�
�Want to bet?� said Schiller, suddenly turning round.
More Russians were swarming through the hole made by the tank shell, led by an officer with the order of Lenin pinned to his chest, they flooded into the church, grim determination etched on their faces. A hail of bullets met them and brought them down in blood-spattered heaps but, urged on by their officers, they charged on. A fusillade of fire swept the remaining Germans.
Vogel staggered back clutching his heart, blood spraying from the wound like water from a hosepipe. He loosened his grip on the MG and dropped to his knees, finally sprawling in a pool of his own blood. The crimson liquid continued to gush violently from his death-wound and, as Herzog stepped over the corpse, he nearly slipped in it. He seized the MG and swept the Russians.
Schiller battered a corporal to death with his empty pistol, the weapon finally becoming too slippery to hold. He tried to roll clear of the body but two Russians dove at him. He avoided the first bayonet but the second slashed open his chest and tore the lung, it punctured like a balloon and Schiller felt the breath torn from him. He gasped and tried to get up but the Russians drove the blade down again, through his thigh. From the fountain of blood which spurted upwards, he realised that it must have severed his femoral artery. Gasping for breath, he rolled aside, his desperate fingers finding a rifle. He lunged forward and drove the bayonet into the Russian�s shin. The man screamed and stepped back. He didn�t see Kahn. The Jap brought the sword down and split the man�s skull in two. It fell open like an eggshell, spilling its sticky grey contents onto Schiller. He felt sick, the blood was still jetting from the severed artery and he could feel himself becoming weaker. Practically exsanguinated, he flopped onto his back whilst what little blood he had left drained slowly out through his leg.
From above there was an earsplitting explosion followed by a shriek and, a second later, Ganz plummeted to the ground, arms flailing. He hit the ground with a sickening thud and lay still.
Synovski, barely able to move, pulled the wire on a stick grenade and held it as four Russians drove forward with their bayonets. There was a bang and a confetti of torn limbs and all five had disappeared.
Herzog lifted the heavy MG and turned it towards the pulpit where three Russians were sheltering. The heavy grain bullets ploughed through wood and flesh alike but one of the Russians managed to get off two shots before his head was torn away.
Herzog dropped the weapon and clutched at his chest. The bullet struck him in the side and erupted from his back punching an exit hole the size of a fist. Gobbets of grey and red lung-tissue sprayed out and spattered onto Kahn. The corporal sucked in breath and heard it hiss through the wound. He winced; it was what doctors called a sucking wound. Every time he drew breath he could feel it rushing coldly into the hole in his lung. He staggered but remained upright, drawing his P-38 in time to shoot down a Russian private. Kahn stepped across to help him, noticing that the Russians were, once again, pulling out of the church. He was about to say something when an officer shot him in the back. Herzog spun round and shot the man in the face. Kahn slumped at his feet, his eyes glazed. The sword had fallen from his grasp and Herzog could see that he was trying to reach it. He dropped to one knee and handed the blade to the Jap, watching as he painfully crawled upright. He took the sword in agonised hands, turned the blade inwards and, with a last tortured smile, fell on it.
Herzog sat down heavily, his back to the altar. Once more the church was in silence. A ghastly stench of blood and smoke filled it and he felt sick as he inhaled. The air rasped in the lung-wound and he gasped for breath. He coughed and blood dribbled over his lips, he closed his eyes for a second until the pain subsided.
Slowly, he reached into his top pocket and took out the Iron Cross, regarding the medal on the palm of his hand. Carefully, he pinned it onto his jacket, beside the close-combat clasp. Then, using the altar to support him, he got up. The movement made him cough again and this time he vomited. Bright, blood-flecked lumps of sputum splashed down his jacket and he nearly passed out but, gripping the pieces of wreckage to support him, he picked his way across the body-strewn floor until he reached the far wall. Here he stopped and picked up one of the discarded MP 40s. He cocked it and peered out through the smoke.
No more than fifty yards away, hundreds of Russians were waiting for the next attack.
Herzog smiled and looked down at the medal on his chest.
For Bravery.
He stood silently for a second, then stepped out into the street.
A hundred machine-guns opened fire simultaneously.
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