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      With love to my older sister Mimi, who many times in her life has given me the courage to go on.


      And in respectful memory of my friend and mentor Al Rose, who encouraged me to write.


   

      CHAPTER ONE
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      THE SOUTH ATLANTIC


      ABOARD THE GERMAN POCKET BATTLESHIP ADMIRAL GRAF SPEE


      30 SEPTEMBER 1939


      0830 HOURS


      “BRIDGE!”

      


      “Bridge, aye.”


      “One ship, fine on the starboard bow.”


      Max focused his binoculars on the starboard horizon and saw a thin tower of smoke. He stiffened. A warship? No. Must be a

         freighter. A warship would never make that amount of smoke—gave you away to the enemy too quickly.

      


      “Bridge to gun director, train rangefinder on smoke,” he ordered, his command passed by the telephone talker. The officers

         in the gunnery directing post, high above the bridge, could see much farther through their optical range-finding device.

      


      In a few moments the telephone talker, receiving information over his headset, relayed the word to Max. “Herr Oberleutnant,

         gunnery says the ship is a freighter, three to four thousand tons. Range is ten kilometers.”

      


      “Acknowledged. Continue tracking.”


      Max took up the metal phone that connected him to the captain’s sea cabin.


      “Ja?”


      “Oberleutnant Brekendorf reporting from the bridge, Herr Kapitän. We’ve sighted a small freighter about ten kilometers off

         the starboard bow.”

      


      “Coming.”


      Max’s pulse quickened. They’d been wandering around out here for three weeks, searching the empty ocean, waiting for this.

         Max again put the binoculars to his eyes and swept the sea; the blue water shimmered in the morning sun, the symmetry of the

         view spoiled only by the smudge on the horizon. Around him, the South Atlantic stretched away seemingly to the ends of the

         earth.

      


      “Good morning, Oberleutnant.”


      Max turned to see Dieter step onto the bridge with his usual wry smile. A dark smear of grease cut diagonally across his forehead.

         They had been friends since their cadet days at the Marine-schule Mürwik. An engineering officer on Graf Spee, Dieter stood sweating in his leather coat and pants—standard issue for the engineers, designed to protect them from the

         engine room machinery. Comfort had not been taken into account. When Spee went to full speed with all eight of her diesels on line, the temperature in the engine room went to one hundred twenty degrees.

         Dieter paused to let the fresh salt breeze wash over him.

      


      “What brings you up from the bowels of hell?” Max asked.


      “Fuel consumption report for the Kommandant.”


      “I hope we have enough for a chase.”


      Dieter lifted his eyebrows. “Are we having one?”


      “We may. Just sighted a freighter off the starboard bow.”


      “Well, don’t worry, we’re not down to the paint thinner yet.”


      They laughed.


      “Attention on deck!” a starched bridge messenger called.


      Everyone came to rigid attention as Captain Langsdorff made his way to the center of the bridge. Langsdorff removed the cigar

         from his mouth. “Stand easy,” he said, and the men resumed their positions.

      


      The captain raised his binoculars, scanned the sea around them, then fixed his gaze on the distant smoke. He dropped the binoculars

         to his chest and lit a fresh cigar from the stinking butt of the old one. Langsdorff was the only man Max knew who chain-smoked

         cigars. Taking up his binoculars again, the captain peered once more at the unknown ship, balancing the binoculars on his

         fingertips, his body swaying to the easy motion of Graf Spee. “What do you make of her, Oberleutnant?”

      


      Max answered carefully. There was a great difference between identifying silhouettes and pictures of British ships in your

         cabin and saying for sure that a smudge on the horizon was a British freighter. “Appears to be British built, Herr Kapitän.”

      


      Langsdorff let his gaze linger on Max, and Max felt the captain’s disapproval. Langsdorff stood silent for a moment, then

         looked again at the ship. Taking the binoculars away from his eyes, he noticed Dieter, who came to attention under the captain’s

         stare. “Yes?”

      


      “Fuel consumption report, Herr Kapitän.”


      “Thank you but not now, Falkenheyn. Muster your boarding party and stand by.”


      “Jawohl, Herr Kapitän.” Dieter executed a sharp salute, raised an eyebrow at Max, and hurried off the bridge. Langsdorff returned

         his attention to the unknown ship.

      


      “Range?”


      “Nine kilometers now, Herr Kapitän.”


      Langsdorff took the cigar from his mouth and studied the ash. Max knew the captain had to be careful: orders prohibited him

         from interfering with neutral shipping. Three weeks into the war would not be the time to start protests burning the wires

         to Berlin from neutral powers whose ships were being sunk by a German commerce raider. That was exactly what the Oberkommando

         der Kriegsmarine wanted to avoid. Graf Spee’s mission was to sink British merchant ships and draw off units of the Royal Navy from other duties. It did not include engaging

         enemy warships, and definitely did not include blowing some Swedish or American freighter out of the water by mistake. The

         Naval War Staff in Berlin had been very clear on these points in their operational orders—in fact, they regarded the matter

         with such concern that, on this cruise, Graf Spee reported to Berlin directly, bypassing the admiral commanding Marinegruppenkommando West in Wilhelmshaven altogether. This

         had caused quite a row—Marine-gruppenkommando West was supposed to control all German warships in the Atlantic—but Graf Spee and her two sister pocket battleships were the pride of the German fleet; Admiral Raeder himself, commander in chief of the

         German navy, wanted to keep close tabs on their performance. “I believe Ajax was on mercantile patrol in these waters before the war, yes?” Langsdorff asked Max.

      


      “She was, Herr Kapitän.”


      Langsdorff pursed his lips for a moment. “Have turret Anton’s center barrel depressed to the deck.”


      “Jawohl, Herr Kapitän.”


      Max addressed himself to the telephone talker, who passed the order over the system to the captain of the forward turret.

         A hydraulic whine sounded through the bridge as Anton’s center barrel was lowered. From a distance, the turret would appear

         to have only two barrels, like the forward turret of H.M.S. Ajax, a Royal Navy cruiser familiar to merchant ships in the area.

      


      “Range?”


      “Seven kilometers now, Herr Kapitän.”


      “Sound action stations.”


      Max nodded to the signalman, who jerked the red-handled battle alarm upward. Gongs sounded throughout the ship while loudspeakers

         blared: “Achtung! Action stations! Achtung! Action stations!”

      


      The sailors dashed for their battle posts, hundreds of shoes pounding steel decks throughout the ship. Guns revolved outward

         from the center line. Stewards snatched crockery from tables in the mess, as watertight doors were slammed shut and dogged

         home up and down Graf Spee. All eight of the massive diesel engines were fired off and connected to the propeller shafts.

      


      In the gun turrets, hydraulic loaders rammed the six-hundred-seventy-pound shells into the breeches of the main batteries.

         Orange ready lights for each of the batteries flickered on in the gun directing tower, where the gunnery officer and his staff

         took the range of the small ship in the distance. The big guns would be ready to aim and fire as soon as the captain gave

         the order.

      


      On the bridge, several more messengers and officers appeared. Max looked at his watch. “Cleared for action, Herr Kapitän.

         Two minutes, forty-one seconds.”

      


      Langsdorff nodded. “Excellent, excellent.”


      With the sailors buttoned up in their action stations, a strange quiet descended over the ship, broken only by the swish of

         water as it flowed down the steel flanks of Graf Spee and the creak of the ship as she rolled in the seaway. Max cupped his trembling hands against the breeze and lit a cigarette.

         Captain Langsdorff lit another cigar.

      


      Max drew on his cigarette, looked through his binoculars, then began to repeat the motion but stopped abruptly. He must not

         appear nervous. He was nervous, it was true—but not from fear. He was sure of that.

      


      “Range?”


      “Six kilometers, Herr Kapitän.”


      “She’s signaling,” the lookout yelled.


      “Read it out!” Langsdorff ordered.


      “Glad to… see… you… big brother,” Max read, translating the Morse code, binoculars at his eyes. Like all German navy officers,

         he’d studied English at the Marineschule Mürwik and, at the urging of his father, had continued his studies since leaving

         the Academy—mainly by reading the American movie magazines his fiancée, Mareth, gave him. Max knew a lot more about Tallulah

         Bankhead’s love life than he wanted to, but he now spoke fluent English, as did the captain and many other officers aboard

         the ship.

      


      “Signal, signal… ‘None shall make them afraid,’” the captain said.


      The clattering of the Morse lamp sounded through the bridge. Max kept his eyes fixed on the small ship.


      “Range?”


      “Five kilometers, Herr Kapitän.”


      The freighter’s Morse lamp blinked to life again. “But… beat your… ploughshares into… swords,” Max translated.


      Langsdorff smiled. “A sense of humor, that one. Signal, ‘Heave to, I have Admiralty dispatches for you.’”


      The bridge signalman began to work his lamp.


      Max lowered the binoculars and squinted at the horizon. All traces of mist from the dawn had burned away in the sun, bright

         now in the morning sky. Through the open bridge windows, the breeze continued to blow. He wiped the salt mist from the lenses

         of the binoculars, then, balancing the glasses on the tips of his fingers to cushion them from the gyration of the ship, peered

         again at the freighter. Suddenly the ship veered hard to the left, away from Graf Spee.

      


      “She’s turning to port!”


      Langsdorff rapped out his orders. “Run up the colors! All ahead full!” The signalmen hoisted the blood red ensign of the Kriegsmarine—international

         maritime law required a belligerent warship to identify itself before firing, and Langsdorff was a stickler for the rules.

         As the ensign rose up the halyard, bridge messengers reached for the engine telegraphs and rang for full speed. Below, in

         the engine room, duplicate telegraphs and blinking lights alerted the engineers that new orders had been given. They responded

         instantly. Max watched the revolution counter move swiftly upward. “Making turns for twenty-eight knots,” he said, his voice

         strained from excitement.

      


      The pocket battleship shuddered as she went to full speed, her huge propellers foaming the sea beneath her stern. The steel

         deck vibrated heavily under Max’s shoes.

      


      “Signalman!”


      “Ja, Herr Kapitän.” The chief signalman snapped to attention.


      “Signal, ‘Heave to, no wireless transmitting.’”


      Bright signal flags soared up Spee’s signal halyards now that she was close enough to dispense with the Morse lamp, but the small ship continued turning away,

         soon presenting her stern to Graf Spee. A square of brilliant red cloth broke over the stern—the Red Duster of the British Merchant Navy. What fools! Spee could blow the freighter out of the water at eighteen kilometers. By God the English were always stubborn in their pride;

         Max had never met an Englishman who wasn’t arrogant as a Prussian general.

      


      “She’s transmitting a distress signal!” one of the young telephone talkers screeched, repeating what the codebreaking squad

         down below was telling him.

      


      “No need to shout,” Langsdorff said quietly. “What’s she saying?”


      “She’s, she’s… transmitting, ‘Immediate to admiral commanding South Atlantic, RRR S.S. Clement gunned.’” RRR was British Admiralty code for attack by a surface raider. Max already had his hand on the gunnery phone when

         Langsdorff delivered his next order: “A shot over her bow, quickly!”

      


      They could not afford to have the freighter disclose their location and bring down the wrath of the British fleet.


      “Bridge here,” Max barked to the gunnery officer on the other end of the phone. “Order from captain: the target is the merchant

         ship. A shot over her bow.”

      


      Immediately the firing gongs sounded, warning the ship’s company that the main battery was about to fire.


      Turret Anton revolved under electric orders from the gun director. Max bent his knees and gripped the metal handhold just

         below the bridge windows to avoid being thrown to the deck. The forward battery fired with a deafening report, the recoil

         blasting throughout the ship. As the shock waves passed through him Max instantly smelled the cordite propellant. A tower

         of white water shot into the air a hundred meters forward of the freighter’s bow.

      


      But the ship continued her flight, oily smoke pouring from her stack, and Graf Spee kept up her charge, spray breaking over her as she beat through the swells. Spee’s Morse lamp rattled back to life, continually repeating the order to cease transmitting, seconded by the whipping signal

         flags.

      


      “Still transmitting, Herr Kapitän,” the telephone talker said.


      “Range?”


      “One and a half kilometers, Herr Kapitän.”


      “Rake her bridge—quickly, quickly!”


      Max snatched up the gunnery phone again. “Order from captain. Target is the bridge of the merchantman. Forward machine guns,

         fire!”

      


      The staccato rap of the machine guns rang out, bullets punching holes in the freighter’s superstructure and smashing her bridge

         windows. But still the propellers of the British ship churned up an angry wake as she tried to make her best speed. Max’s

         heart thumped in his chest. Every minute she kept up her distress call increased the danger for Graf Spee. Still, the British captain displayed courage, he gave him that; probably an old sea dog, haughty as a lord, stubborn as

         pig iron, knowledge of half the world’s oceans tucked into his mind. Max wondered if the captain would be stubborn enough

         to get his crew killed.

      


      Suddenly the British ship began to yaw. A crewman dashed to the stern and struck the Red Duster.


      “Transmission ceased, Herr Kapitän.”


      “Cease firing,” Langsdorff ordered, “reduce speed to dead slow.”


      The machine guns fell silent, spent brass cartridges tinkling as they rolled around on the deck. Max could feel the ship slow


      beneath him as her way fell off.


      “Oberleutnant.”


      “Ja, Herr Kapitän?”


      “See the boarding party away. I want the captain, the chief engineer, and any of the ship’s papers they can find. Remind them.

         And Oberleutnant?”

      


      “Herr Kapitän?”


      “Of course, there is to be no bloodshed.”


      “Jawohl, Herr Kapitän.”


      Max saluted and ducked out of the bridge. He grasped the metal side rails of the outboard stairway with both hands, then lifted

         his feet and slid to the boat deck where he found the boarding party formed up, Dieter at their side, trying his best to look

         stern. In front of the sailors, both he and Max were very serious. Langsdorff always told them, “If you don’t take yourselves

         seriously, you cannot expect the men to do so.” Since Max out-ranked him by a grade, Dieter came to attention first and gave

         Max a parade-ground salute. Max returned the salute with equal formality.

      


      “Orders from the bridge,” Max said.


      “Boarding party standing by, sir.”


      Max repeated the captain’s orders. Dieter saluted again, then faced his crew and ordered them into the sixty-foot motor launch.

         Once they’d settled in, one of Graf Spee’s two cranes plucked the boat from the deck and lowered it into the sea.

      


      Max returned to the bridge and watched the launch speed toward the British ship, its sharp bow throwing up spray. The Brits

         weren’t waiting. They clambered into their own boats, lowered them, and began to row frantically away, oars thrashing the

         water—a useless gesture since Dieter quickly overtook them. He seized the British officers wanted by the captain and brought

         them to the deck of Graf Spee. They left the remaining British crew to sail for shore—maybe fifty kilometers. Spee would have rescued the men if they’d been another fifty kilometers out from land. That evening, Langsdorff would report the

         position of the British lifeboats to the marine station at Pernambuco on the six-hundred-meter emergency band.

      


      Max met the British officers with a rigid salute, nearby German sailors also coming to attention. Langsdorff insisted all

         prisoners be treated with proper military courtesy, and his men needed little prodding to respect this order. Such courtesy

         was part of the brotherhood of the sea. Max led the three British officers from the deck to the captain’s formal day cabin.

         Outside the door stood two sentries, arms crossed, each with a drawn dagger in his right hand, the blade held across his chest.

         Max ushered the British officers into the well-appointed cabin, its stuffed sofas looking incongruous in a warship, and motioned

         for them to sit. A bookshelf along the far wall held leather-bound titles in both German and English, including Winston Churchill’s

         World Crisis in two volumes, prominently displayed. “Gentlemen, if I may,” Max said, “I am Senior Lieutenant Brekendorf, second watch

         officer of Admiral Graf Spee.”

      


      “I am Captain Harris and this is First Officer Gill and Chief Engineer Bryant,” said the oldest of the three men, his thick

         Scottish accent hard for Max to understand. His uniform coat had four gold rings on each sleeve, but the other two men were

         in shirt-sleeves and bore no insignia of rank. They’d left their ship in a hurry; none of them even had their caps.

      


      Max ordered Langsdorff’s steward to bring coffee, then offered each prisoner a cigarette. Lighting one himself, he considered

         Harris briefly through a haze of smoke. The man had taken a pointless risk—the war would be over in a year. Everyone knew

         it—the British could never hold out against Germany. And this wasn’t even Britain’s fight: the Germans had gone into Poland

         only to reclaim what had been stolen from them at Versailles after the First War. But the conceited Brits couldn’t stand to

         see Germany regain her rightful place in the world; Chamberlain had foolishly signed a treaty with Warsaw committing Great

         Britain to war should the Poles be attacked. Well, now the Germans had Poland and the British had their war. “Why did you

         run, Captain? You placed your crew in unnecessary danger.”

      


      Harris stared at him for a moment. “I was a prisoner in the first lot and didn’t fancy spending the second go-round that way

         as well.”

      


      “You were captured by Germany in the First War?”


      The captain nodded and puffed his cigarette a few times before speaking. “By the bloody raider Wolf in 1915, on an Argyle and Dundee steamer bound for Calcutta. Bastard caught us at dawn and there was nothing to be done for

         it but haul down the colors and go over in our boats. I was a prisoner on that damned cow for months.”

      


      The steward interrupted with coffee, serving the men in china cups. It was good coffee too, bitter and strong, the kind one

         needed at sea.

      


      “Of course, we will want your codebooks and cargo manifests,” Max said.


      Harris smiled pleasantly. “Of course, I put them over the side as soon as I saw you weren’t Ajax. We keep them in a canvas bag weighted with a firebrick, just like in the First War. They’re at the bottom of the drink if

         you want them. I thought you bloody Germans were supposed to be so bloody smart.”

      


      The other two officers looked away. Blood came up in Max’s face. Arrogant, these British—even as prisoners, sipping coffee

         in their captor’s ship. He wanted to hit the British captain but squared his shoulders and nodded curtly instead. “Naturally,

         that is the usual thing,” he said. “What cargo were you carrying?”

      


      “Oh, for God’s sake, man,” Harris snapped. “I’m not obliged to tell you that.”


      The firing gong sounded, cutting the discussion short. The British officers looked quizzically at Max. “The firing gong, gentlemen.

         I’m afraid we’re going to sink your ship. Kindly place your cups down and brace yourselves.” Max held on to the captain’s

         desk—bolted to the deck, like all the furniture on the ship.

      


      A great roar sounded, like dynamite going off in a well. Graf Spee heeled from the recoil, tossing all their coffee cups onto the carpet, the report sharp in Max’s ears, even belowdecks. First

         Officer Gill leapt to the porthole, followed by the chief engineer. Harris, white-faced, kept his seat, staring at the bulkhead.

         Max glanced through the porthole but saw no smoke or flame rising from Clement. The abandoned freighter bobbed placidly on the swell.

      


      “Missed her,” Gill said, almost to himself.


      Max said nothing. Presently the gong sounded and the big guns fired again. This time Max watched the shells fall into the

         sea, sending up geysers of seawater well short of the British ship. He felt the heat rising in his face again. No one spoke.

         When the third volley missed, Harris turned and looked at Max.

      


      “Hard to find the range in this chop,” Max said, feeling foolish as soon as he spoke. Harris raised an eyebrow. The sea was

         hardly raging. Graf Spee was heavily armed for a ship her size—too heavily armed—and the main batteries made her top-heavy, which had a poor effect

         on her seakeeping and, in turn, on the accuracy of her guns. The gunnery officer had managed a perfect warning shot over Clement’s bow during the chase, but Max wondered now if it had been nothing more than luck.

      


      “Perhaps we should wait until this storm passes,” Harris offered, blinking in the bright sunlight pouring into the cabin.


      “Of course our guns are also not designed to engage a ship at such close range,” Max said. This excuse also sounded foolish,

         though it was true. Another loud volley missed its mark, sending up more towers of water. At this rate it would be easier

         to row a boat over to Clement and shoot holes in the merchantman’s hull with a pistol. Max resolved to provide no further comment and the four men fell

         silent as Spee’s big guns banged away, shaking the cabin, knocking several books from the shelves. Captain Langsdorff became so frustrated

         that he ordered a pair of torpedoes fired at the merchantman. Both missed. Finally the gunnery officer found the mark and

         managed to set Clement afire; Max watched the flames spread across her deck. Suddenly the freighter exploded, sending a bright orange fireball high

         into the air.

      


      “Gasoline?” Max asked in surprise.


      “Kerosene, sir,” said Gill. “Packed in cases.”


      Max shook his head. Harris had braved Graf Spee’s fire with a hold full of kerosene.

      


      “Steward, a beer for each of these officers.” Max looked at each one of the three in turn. “I must ask each of you for your

         word of honor that you will not interfere in any way with the operation of the ship, else I will have to order an armed guard

         over you at all times.”

      


      Captain Harris answered without meeting Max’s eyes again. “You have it, laddie.”


      “Then, gentlemen, I must return to my duties. Our captain will be along shortly to speak with you. Please make yourselves

         comfortable. If you need anything, kindly make your request to the captain’s steward or to one of the sentries outside the

         bulkhead. Our barbershop and canteen are both available to you and our medical and dental staff shall attend upon your request.”

         He bowed slightly to the men as he’d learned to do at the Naval Academy, and the two junior officers nodded back. The captain

         just sat in silence.

      


      Graf Spee had stood down from action stations; the men had returned to their regular duties. Everywhere Max looked, the crew repaired

         the damage caused by the repeated firing of the big guns. Doors had been lifted from their hinges, flooring cracked, paint

         stripped off bulkheads, and light bulbs shattered everywhere by the concussions.

      


      When Max reached the administrative office, he opened the door to find two clerks wiping ink from the desks and floor.


      “What is this?”


      “Inkwells not secured, Herr Oberleutnant,” the senior rating said. Max frowned. What a mess. He helped the men clean up. By

         the time they finished his uniform was stained with black ink.

      


      His bridge watch was over and he’d been on duty since 0200, but before he slept Max sat in the office and read through the

         radio intercepts of the past hours. Graf Spee had a special staff of B-Service cipher experts whose only task was to intercept and decode as many British radio signals

         as possible. They spent their time in front of special radio receivers that automatically combed all frequencies and stopped

         on one when it detected a message being transmitted. And the B-Service men were damned good. They had picked up and decoded

         the signal from the British Admiralty declaring war on Germany three hours before Spee received official notice from Seekriegsleitung—the Naval War Staff—in Berlin. Most of the codebreakers had been mathematicians

         before the war, others wireless operators aboard merchant ships. Often they could immediately decrypt the ciphers used by

         the British Merchant Navy. Any code they couldn’t break in thirty minutes was sent on to their parent unit back in the Reich.

      


      The B-Service men could also put their mathematical skills to more mundane use. They’d recently relieved Max of two weeks’

         pay playing cards in the officers’ mess. Max’s father had warned him about gambling away all his money in the service, but

         the money was gone and there was nothing to be done for it. Still, the B-Service men were good comrades, even though they

         seemed to do nothing but smoke, play skat, and listen intently to the wireless.

      


      Max read carefully through the new messages but none of the ships broadcasting were anywhere near Graf Spee. Damn. Finding a transmission from a ship close enough to intercept would be a lot quicker than this endless patrolling,

         roaming back and forth across the empty South Atlantic like Flying Dutchman. Traffic was sparse now in this, the third week of the war. British merchantmen were under strict Admiralty orders to maintain

         radio silence. Except for occasional lapses, they did so. Max wondered if Spee’s sister ship, Deutschland, was having better luck on her assignments farther north, along the trade routes that crossed to England from Canada and

         the United States.

      


      He replaced the messages in their notebook and returned to his cabin, stripping off his ink-stained uniform and stuffing it

         into the laundry bag at the foot of his closet. Tian, head of the six Chinese laundrymen on board, would retrieve the bag

         in the morning and return the uniform, starched and pressed, by midafternoon. All German naval ships employed Chinese laundrymen,

         though Max could hardly imagine where on earth they came from. Probably the old German concession at Tsingtao—another piece

         of German territory stolen by the Allies after the First War, along with the Germania Brewery that made Tsingtao beer.

      


      Max massaged his neck, muscles still knotted from the tension of the morning, then reached for the picture on his small desk.

         The frame had been cracked by the gun blasts. Mareth stared out from under the spiderwebbed glass. Max had taken the photo

         himself on a dock in Kiel two summers ago. Mareth’s face was tilted slightly downward and she looked askance at the camera

         with a close-mouthed smile, shy but crafty. A breeze off the water rippled her long blond hair. One of the navy’s new destroyers

         crossed the harbor behind her. What time would it be in Berlin now? Night. She would be getting ready for bed—letting her

         hair down from its ponytail, slipping on her silk pajamas. Or maybe one of his old cotton jerseys. Max smiled to himself.

         Was he homesick after only three weeks at sea? Get a hold of yourself. Still, how he wished he could tell Mareth in person

         about the excitement of finally sighting a ship, about the capture and even the embarrassment he’d felt with the British officers

         as he constantly made excuses about Graf Spee’s lack of accuracy. She would laugh at that, and then Max would be able to laugh at it himself. He put the picture back on

         his desk and climbed into his bunk.

      


      Enough sleep was hard to come by on combat assignment. He tried to get some after his morning watch and then a little more

         late in the evening. Like the crew of any warship at sea, the men of Graf Spee moved in the strict routine required for keeping a third of them on duty at all times, but this routine was frequently disrupted

         by the call to action stations, drills, and other essential tasks. So Max had learned to take sleep when he could get it.

         Porthole covered, lights out, the droning of the ship’s massive engines soon lulled him to sleep.

      


   

      CHAPTER TWO


      [image: art]


      THE SOUTH ATLANTIC


      DAY 102 OF THE WAR CRUISE OF ADMIRAL GRAF SPEE


      2 DECEMBER 1939


      MAX WOKE TO THE FOUR SHARP BELLS OF THE FLIEGERALARM: SHORT, short, long, short. He jerked open the door of his closet, snatched a uniform from its wooden hanger, and had a leg into

         his pants before he stopped. He felt no increase in the deck’s vibration beneath his bare feet; the ship was not working up

         to her full speed, as she would immediately begin to do if a plane really attacked. Then he remembered the orders of the day:

         Anti-aircraft guns will be exercised at 1400. Damn. He folded his pants and climbed back into his bunk.

      


      Odd that the launching of the floatplane had not wakened him. Usually the steam catapult made hell’s own racket when it shot

         the Arado into the air. Max didn’t envy the pilot—Spiering, a Luftwaffe man. He had to stream a target three hundred meters

         aft of the plane, then fly around and around the ship for hours so the anti-aircraft gun crews could practice their spotting

         and tracking skills. Max knew the endless circling would make him sick; Spiering didn’t seem to mind, but pilots were daft.

         They’d do anything to be up in an aeroplane—even one like the Arado, which looked to Max like nothing more than a pile of

         aluminum and wood cobbled together with glue in someone’s cellar. Sailors called it “the ship’s parrot”; they loved to tell

         youngsters fresh from boot camp to go and find the ship’s parrot. The new sailors would search for hours while the older men

         watched and had a laugh. Captain Langsdorff enjoyed the joke as well, though he would often be the one to finally let the

         youngsters off the hook by telling them where the ship’s parrot was: on the catapult.

      


      Max slept again, but it seemed only minutes before the action station alarm sounded, the bells shrill and demanding. Conditioned

         by countless drills, Max’s body moved before his brain began to operate.

      


      Dressing quickly, he stepped into the companionway, the river of sailors dashing for their battle posts parting to let him

         through. Some ran barefoot, shoes hanging around their necks by the laces. Others carried shirts or pants they hadn’t had

         time to struggle into. Petty officers hurried the few laggards. “Schnell! Schnell!” Men of the gun crews wore black anti-flash

         overalls and looked like running bears as they barreled their way through the ship. The five short bells of the action station

         continued to sound: “Action stations! All hands to action stations!” the loudspeakers blared.

      


      Lights flickered on and off as the electricians tested the circuits. Pictures were snatched from walls, deck rails removed,

         scuttles screwed tight over portholes, ready boxes of ammunition broken open at the anti-aircraft posts. One of the gunnery

         officers walked quickly past, face lathered with shaving cream. As soon as the engineers below saw the action station alarm

         begin to blink, they cut all unnecessary ship’s water to give more pressure to the firefighting mains.

      


      As Max hurried up the ladder to the bridge, two burly gunner’s mates pushed him aside. “Warschau! Warschau!” Gangway! Gangway!


      Max reached the bridge two minutes and ten seconds after the alarm sounded. Unlike the barely controlled bedlam on the decks,

         the bridge was calm and quiet. Captain Langsdorff insisted on it. No shouting, no idle talk. Several other officers had just

         arrived, breathing hard. Max pulled his binoculars from their bracket and took up his post in the middle of the bridge with

         a telephone talker and a bridge messenger on either side of him. As second watch officer, he passed the captain’s orders to

         the rest of the ship during battle. The first watch officer, the senior navigation officer, and others took their positions

         toward the stern of the ship in the aft controlling station. From there, the first watch officer would assume command of Graf Spee if the captain was killed.

      


      The hollow drone of the ventilating fans sounded as they sucked air into Spee’s mighty engines. Beneath Max, the ship began to vibrate terrifically as she went to her full speed. “Making turns for twenty-eight

         knots,” Max told the captain, his voice rising over the fans.

      


      On either side of him, the telephone talkers reported the ready status of the ship as it was relayed to them.


      “Fore and aft engine rooms manned and ready.”


      “Main gunnery command manned and ready.”


      “Aft damage control station manned and ready.”


      “Aft controlling station manned and ready.”


      “B-Service standing by.”


      Max heard the reports out, mentally checking off the departments, and then looked at his watch. “Ship cleared for action,

         two minutes, fifty-three seconds, Herr Kapitän.”

      


      More than a thousand officers and men had taken up their action stations in that brief time. It was as if an anthill had been

         kicked over, then perfectly reestablished in three minutes. This efficiency came from incessant training. Max could not count

         the days, the weeks, they had steamed back and forth in the Baltic running to action stations, to firefighting stations, to

         anti-aircraft stations, day and night, under the gaze of Captain Langsdorff and his stopwatch; ship starting and stopping,

         slow ahead, all ahead full, all back full, all ahead emergency. Man overboard. Swing boats out! Fore engine room shut down.

         Steam on two engines, on one, on eight. Maneuver with engines, no rudder orders allowed. Steer from aft controlling. Junior

         officers taking charge while their seniors ground their teeth. Lights put out. Damage control parties finding their way in

         the dark. And always, always, the alarm bells with their different sounds for different emergencies: five short bells for

         action stations; short, short, long, short for anti-aircraft; two long bells for man overboard. Eventually he had wanted to

         smash every damned bell on the ship.

      


      “Leutnant Spiering believes he has sighted a merchantman to the east of us,” Langsdorff said. “Come hard starboard thirty

         degrees to a new course of zero eight five. Let’s see what he’s found.”

      


      Max leaned forward to the voice tube. “Helm!”


      “Helm, aye.”


      “At right full rudder, come thirty degrees to new course of zero eight five degrees.”


      A moment passed and then the answering hail: “At right full rudder, coming thirty degrees to new course of zero eight five,

         Herr Oberleutnant.”

      


      At that rudder deflection, Spee heeled sharply to starboard as the helmsman brought the ship around to a course of almost due east. He had no bulky wheel

         to contend with; Graf Spee’s rudder was operated by push-button control. Because enemy ships aimed for the bridge in a sea battle, the helmsman sat

         in the heavily armored wheelhouse below the navigating bridge itself. If he were hit and killed, the standby helmsman in the

         aft controlling station took over.

      


      Max reported the course change to Langsdorff.


      “Acknowledged,” the captain said, keeping the binoculars at his eyes.


      Langsdorff made no secret of his dislike for Spiering. Like many of Göring’s Luftwaffe boys, the pilot was arrogant, undisciplined,

         contemptuous of the navy. He had drawn the captain’s wrath not three weeks before by continuing to machine-gun a stopped freighter

         for several minutes after Graf Spee had ceased fire. Afterward, brought before the captain in his formal day cabin with Max and Commander Kay present, Langsdorff

         asked, “You will please explain to me why you fired your weapon on a defenseless cargo vessel.”

      


      The pilot hesitated. “I—I was attacking an enemy, sir.”


      “Did you see Graf Spee firing?”

      


      “No, sir.”


      “Why do you think Graf Spee was not firing at the freighter?”

      


      “Because she was stopped and under our orders, sir.”


      “That is correct, Leutnant. She was stopped and under my orders, like you and everyone else aboard this vessel. You were not under attack but you fired your guns on innocent civilians.

         Such behavior is an affront to the honor of our country and my ship. You should be most thankful no one was seriously hurt.”

      


      “Yes, sir.”


      Before dismissing, Langsdorff had spent long moments with his blue eyes fixed on Leutnant Spiering, staring for a minute or

         more without so much as a blink. Now the captain’s stern blue eyes continued to peer ahead through his binoculars as brief

         reports were given to him by the chief navigation officer, whose men were following Spiering’s position on their chart. Around

         Max, the officers and men adjusted their hastily donned clothing without taking their eyes from their respective tasks. Langsdorff

         insisted on a neat appearance from his men at all times. Conducive to military discipline, he said. Max straightened his tie.

         He had learned to dress on the fly at the Marineschule Mürwik, where everything was double time and spit shine. No excuses.

      


      Graf Spee, now worked up to her full twenty-eight knots, shuddered as she pushed her way through the waves.

      


      “Oberleutnant?”


      “Ja, Herr Kapitän?”


      “The French flag, if you please.”


      “Jawohl, Herr Kapitän.”


      Max passed Langsdorff’s order to the chief signalman, who took all of ten seconds to produce the tricolor of France from the

         ordered shelves of his flag locker. He rolled the flag into a ball, ran it up the signal mast abaft the bridge, and with a

         twist of the halyard, the French colors broke over Graf Spee. As long as the flag was hauled down before an attack commenced, international law would not be violated. To the untrained

         observer, looking from a distance, Spee resembled the French battleship Dunkurque; the flag would add to this illusion—and because the French had foolishly joined the British in their war against Germany,

         Dunkurque was a friendly ship to a British merchantman. If the hoax could fool the freighter’s crew until they were under Graf Spee’s guns, the dispatch of a radio warning to the British Admiralty might be prevented.

      


      Tricolor whipping from the signal mast, Spee charged toward the freighter, her prow breaking the waves, sending towers of spray into the air. Aft, the churning propellers

         left a two-kilometer wake. Swells advanced at a perpendicular angle and smacked against Spee, heeling her over back and forth. Max swayed like a metronome.

      


      “Range?”


      “Three kilometers now, Herr Kapitän.”


      “Can you identify her?”


      This time Max had brought his heavy artillery—Lloyd’s Register of Merchant Shipping—which provided the silhouette and essential details of every merchant ship in the world. He leafed through the book, found

         the page he was looking for, then peered again through his binoculars. “Appears to be a refrigerated ship of the Blue Star

         Line. Doric Star, I would say, Herr Kapitän. Ten thousand tons, built 1921 in the Lithgow yard in Glasgow. Speed is sixteen knots. Probably

         running home with a load of Argentine beef.”

      


      Langsdorff nodded. “Very good.” The bridge fell quiet as they closed in. Apparently their ruse worked; Doric Star showed no signs of being alarmed.

      


      Two kilometers from the merchant ship, Langsdorff broke the silence. “Come starboard two points and keep us bows on. Run up

         our flag. Signalman!”

      


      “Ja, Herr Kapitän?”


      “Signal, ‘Heave to, no wireless transmitting.’”


      The metallic clatter of the signal light sounded through the bridge. “Uncover notice,” Langsdorff said, and Max passed this

         by megaphone to the sailors on each of the bridge wings, who unfurled the large canvas sign that hung just under the bridge

         windows: NO WIRELESS OR I WILL OPEN FIRE.

      


      A half kilometer from the British ship Langsdorff came hard starboard. As her giant rudder bit the sea, Graf Spee turned broadside to the British ship. The electric motors whined as the main gun turrets revolved on their ball-bearing rollers

         to face the merchantman.

      


      “Dead slow!”


      The bridge messengers rang the brass engine telegraphs and set the needles to dead slow. Max watched the revolution indicator

         to see if the propeller shafts were slowing down. “Making turns for two knots,” he reported to Langsdorff. “B-Service reports

         no wireless transmissions.”

      


      “Very well, Oberleutnant. Take the boarding party across yourself and personally search for the ship’s papers, logbooks, anything.”


      This was their ninth capture, but so far they hadn’t been able to capture any British naval codes. The B-Service men were

         able to break a number of Royal Navy and British Merchant Navy codes, but these changed periodically and capturing a codebook

         would ease the strain of constant decoding.

      


      Max quickly made his way to the boat deck, where Dieter had already mustered the boarding party. The older men had grown beards,

         now bushy and full in their third month at sea. Some of the younger sailors didn’t have enough whiskers for a beard and they

         looked all the younger for it. Max empathized with them; he couldn’t get the blond hair on his face to grow beyond a few pale

         strands. So he kept himself clean-shaven but wished he could grow a full beard and mustache like Dieter, who now looked more

         like a Wagnerian hero than an engineer.

      


      Max returned Dieter’s salute. “I will command this boarding party, Leutnant. All is in order?”


      “All is in order, Oberleutnant.”


      Each sailor in the party carried a pistol and several potato-masher hand grenades. A piratical-looking lot, Max decided—a

         crew of Viking raiders. Carls, the senior petty officer in the group, handed Max a Luger. Max jammed the gun down the front

         of his belt and instantly felt ridiculous. If he removed the Luger, it would look bad to the men. Besides, Carls hadn’t given

         him a holster. Max knew that as an officer there were times when one had to go along with what the men wanted you to do.

      


      He ordered his crew into the launch.


      After the crane had deposited them in the water, Viktor, the coxswain, gunned the engine and they moved swiftly toward the

         ship. Spray flew into the boat and Max could taste the salt on his lips.

      


      Viktor maneuvered them underneath the rope ladder the Brits had trailed over the side. Tendrils of rust streaked the hull

         of the ship, belying the neat appearance she had presented from a distance. Many British freighters looked this way. Owners

         had scrimped on maintenance during the Depression years. Max stood up in the launch and managed only with difficulty to keep

         his footing as the boat bucked up and down in the swell. As the officer in charge, he went first. On the upswing he jumped

         for the ladder, caught it, then banged painfully into the side of the ship. The pistol felt cold and greasy against his stomach

         as he struggled up the rungs. Below, Dieter grabbed hold of the ladder and began to climb, the rest of the crew following

         after him.

      


      Three more pulls and Max came level with the gangway, blood pounding in his temples from the exertion and excitement. On his

         face he fixed his fiercest look, came to attention, and gave a curt salute to the British captain and his officers, who were

         assembled at the gangway. Max’s crew formed up behind him, pistols drawn.

      


      “Gentlemen, I am Senior Lieutenant Brekendorf. You are now prisoners of the German navy,” Max said. “Captain, please assemble

         your men on the aft deck for transport to our ship.”

      


      The captain, red-faced, glared at Max, then saluted in return. “Captain Stubbs, Doric Star.” He gave the first officer a grudging nod. “Assemble the crew.”

      


      Under his prodding, the English crew—more than forty men, rumpled and mostly unshaven—formed themselves up aft of the bridge.

         Max instructed them to lower the lifeboats. “The first officer will remain aboard to conduct me through the ship,” he told

         the captain. “You will accompany your men to Graf Spee.”

      


      “It’s Spee that’s got us then,” Stubbs muttered. “Thought you were Deutschland.” The captain and first officer looked at each other for a moment. “Carry on, Number One,” the captain said, then he turned

         away and loaded his men into the lifeboats.

      


      Max turned to Dieter and Carls, both of them with their pirate beards. To this image of fierceness, Carls added a tattoo of

         the Kaiser’s Imperial Crest on one arm and the crest of the Kronprinz on the other. “Got them in China, sir,” he’d once told

         Max. “The Chinks do tattoos good.” Carls also had a windjammer tattooed on his chest—a living picture of the first ship he

         had sailed on. He carried a submachine gun slung across his shoulder with three potato-masher hand grenades in his belt.

      


      “Have them search the ship, as usual. I’ll take the radio room. Stay alert.” Max turned to the British officer. “You’ll show

         me the radio room, yes?”

      


      “This way, sir,” the first officer said.


      He led Max below. When they got to the radio room the wooden door was locked. “Key?”


      “I don’t have it.”


      Max scowled at the Englishman. They never admitted defeat, these people. He drew back and gave the door his best soccer kick,

         bursting it open. The room was in a shambles. Drawers had been pulled out and overturned on the floor, cabinets ransacked,

         charts and notices ripped from the metal walls, papers strewn everywhere. Pencils rolled to and fro across the deck as the

         ship wallowed in the swell. The wireless set itself was still on, warm to the touch. Max turned it off and looked at the British

         officer. “Codebooks?”

      


      “O-o-overboard, sir.”


      “Cargo manifest?”


      “Overboard.”


      Max frowned. Dammit. The scene in the radio room suggested that the Brits had been looking for something—possibly something

         they hadn’t found. He sat down in the radio operator’s chair and sifted through the various papers covering the counter and

         desk at his side. A muffled sound came from belowdecks, but Max ignored it.

      


      The next explosion threw him to the deck.


      “You bloody English swine!” he yelled at the first officer. Another blast from below. The first officer cringed in the corner,

         breathing rapidly. Steel plates creaked as the ship began to list. From the shelves above, books cascaded to the desk. Max

         drew the Luger from his pants and lunged at the Englishman. “What’s happening, damn you!”

      


      The first officer’s eyes were wide. His mouth opened and closed but no words came out. Max jammed his pistol into the officer’s

         mouth and the acrid smell of urine filled the cabin. “What’s happening?” He withdrew the gun to the Britisher’s lips.

      


      “Scuttling charges, sir. In the engine room. Cap—Captain planted them.”


      Max shoved the Luger’s barrel back into the first officer’s mouth. “If any of my men die, I will kill you.” He jerked the

         muzzle out and ran from the room.

      


      Almost losing his balance on the listing deck, he flung his free hand out to steady himself. The explosives must have blown

         open the seacocks, allowing tons of water to pour into the ship. Max smelled burning meat. The cargo had caught fire. He burst

         out onto the main deck. Dieter was assembling the men by the gangway. Max counted them. Only ten. Shit. Damn these English.

         “Who’s missing?” he shouted.

      


      “Carls,” Dieter answered. “He was going to the engine room.”


      “Into the boat, now!” Max ordered. Three long blasts sounded from Graf Spee’s whistle—the recall signal. Except for hand grenades, the boarding party had carried no explosives with them to the British

         ship, so Langsdorff knew something was wrong. Max dashed to the companionway leading to the interior. “Carls! Carls!” he called

         down. No answer. He descended to the next deck. “Carls!”

      


      “I’m down here, Herr Oberleutnant.”


      Max dropped down the ladder. Carls lay in the corridor propped on his elbows, one leg splayed at an unnatural angle. Smoke

         blew up from below and set Max to coughing.

      


      “Explosion threw me against the bulkhead, Herr Oberleutnant,” Carls said. “Leg looks to be broke.” His face was ashen, but

         his voice remained calm. Carls was older than most of the men, a prewar petty officer who had enlisted in the navy in 1915,

         during the First War. Skillful, reliable, steady in a crisis, good with a knife; killed three mutinous sailors who attacked

         his captain during the Kiel mutiny in 1918, so the story went. But he was a big man, well over two hundred pounds, most of

         it muscle. Max wasn’t sure he could move Carls. No time to summon the others.

      


      “Carls, can you sit up?”


      “I will try, Herr Oberleutnant.”


      The smoke thickened. Max labored for oxygen.


      He knelt between Carls’s legs with his back to the larger man. “Carls, wrap your arms around my neck.” He grasped Carls by

         the thighs. The petty officer gasped in pain. Max grimaced with the strain. He leaned forward, putting all his strength into

         his legs, and got halfway to his feet before pitching forward. Carls let out another sharp gasp as the two of them toppled

         together. Max’s face slammed into the deck beneath Carls’s weight and he tasted blood. He was not strong enough to do this.

      


      “Go, Herr Oberleutnant,” Carls said, rolling off sideways to let Max up.


      Smoke billowed around them, thick and black. Max hesitated. How would he get Carls to the upper deck? Then he heard the pounding

         of feet, and suddenly Dieter appeared through the smoke.

      


      “His leg,” Max said, nodding toward Carls.


      Dieter understood at once. They each draped one of the big man’s arms around their shoulders and got him up. Moving sideways

         down the passageway, they reached the ladder to the upper decks and Carls, with help, pulled himself up the ladder with his

         burly arms. In two minutes they emerged, gasping for air, onto the main deck, faces black as coal. Clouds of oily smoke billowed

         out behind them as Max and Dieter dragged Carls to the rail. Max glanced around. A length of manila rope lay on the deck.

         Max snatched it and tied a bowline around Carls’s waist. “Viktor,” Max shouted over the roar of the fire, “bring the launch

         close abeam. We have to lower Carls over the side.”

      


      “At once, Herr Oberleutnant,” Viktor shouted back.


      As they lowered Carls, Max felt the heat of the burning ship baking his skin. The charred meat in the hold sent an acrid odor

         down his throat. In the distance, the insistent whistle of the recall signal sounded again, deep and loud. Below them, Viktor

         worked to maneuver the launch under Carls. Swells tossed the launch up and down, the crew fighting to keep from being dashed

         against the freighter’s hull. Carls made no sound as he hovered above the water, lips compressed to whiteness so as not to

         cry out from the pain. Max’s arms burned. Cords of muscle stood out on Dieter’s neck. Slowly they lowered Carls until his

         torso reached the outstretched arms of the crewmen in the launch.

      


      “Untie him!”


      They quickly released the rope and Max hauled it back up, tied a double half hitch to the rail, and handed the line to Dieter.


      “After you,” Dieter said, handing it back.


      Coughing from the smoke, Max slipped over the side and down. Dieter followed, tumbling into the boat.


      Without waiting for the order, Viktor put the wheel hard over and turned the launch toward Graf Spee, Langsdorff still sounding the ship’s whistle. The British lifeboats had reached Spee, and the crew had been fetched up on deck, where they stood under armed guard. In Max’s own boat, the British first officer

         cowered in the bow.

      


      Spray thrown up by the speeding launch again washed over Max, but this time the salt burned his lips, chapped from the heat

         of the fire. He turned to Dieter, who sat beside him in the stern. Black streaks covered his face like greasepaint, but Dieter

         smiled broadly, as if they were on some kind of pleasure cruise. “After you?” Max asked him, raising his voice above the engine.

      


      Dieter laughed. “Age before beauty.” They were both twenty-five, but Max was older by all of ten days.


      Max shook his head. He would thank Dieter later; when they weren’t in front of the men. Behind them, the merchant-man blazed,

         flames now engulfing the rail where they had stood only minutes before. The fire threw an eerie reflection across the choppy

         gray waves, casting a dull yellow light on the face of the British officer, who watched his ship burn with a pathetic expression

         of grief.

      


      Max wanted badly to draw his pistol and kill the first officer—though he had never felt such an urge before. When Graf Spee fired her guns, he didn’t make a personal connection with the shells. Being a naval officer involved shooting big guns at

         other ships from time to time, but the combat was detached. They hadn’t even been in a battle yet; the ships they’d sunk had

         all been unarmed merchantmen. And firing the guns was actually just a small part of their job. They spent most of their time

         simply moving Graf Spee from one location to another. Firing at another ship was a relatively rare occurrence.

      


      Like all German naval officers, Max was forbidden to join any political party, including the Nazi Party, so he wasn’t swayed

         by fiery speeches about blood and iron, but now he felt a blood-lust, that breath of rage the Führer called for, the Teutonic

         fury. These treacherous British swine—you didn’t have to be a Nazi to hate them. Everyone knew how the Royal Navy had maintained

         its blockade of Germany during peace negotiations after the Armistice that ended the First War. Food and medicine were allowed

         through only if the Germans could pay in cash, of which they had none, and carried in German merchant ships, which had all

         been seized. All over Germany, people who had survived the brutal war years starved in the streets in 1919; they died in droves

         from Spanish flu. Max’s mother fell sick that May, and they took her off to a quarantine hospital in Kiel. She never came

         back. His father was no Nazi, he cared nothing for Hitler’s rhetoric, but Johann Brekendorf knew how to despise the British.

         It would be the easiest thing in the world, Max realized: pull the gun from his belt, point it, squeeze the trigger. Instantly,

         the trembling Englishman in the bow would cease to exist. It frightened him, the ease.

      


      The coxswain steered the launch under the sling coupling that dangled from Graf Spee’s starboard crane. “Hook on,” Max ordered.

      


      The sailors nearest the couplings hooked them to the launch. “Hooked on, Herr Oberleutnant.”


      Max tilted his head back and cupped his hands around his mouth. “Give way!” he shouted.


      Gears ground, then caught, and the crane jerked the launch from the water, depositing the boat in its chocks on the deck.


      The British captain stood at the head of his men, ten paces off. Max, enraged, climbed out of the launch and made straight

         for Stubbs, who turned to meet him, throwing his shoulders back and raising his bearded chin. “You filthy swine,” Max said,

         pushing his face in very close to the Englishman’s. Max’s hands twitched at his sides; the captain’s sour breath smelled of

         pipe tobacco. Max balled his right hand into a fist. “You shit! Goddamn you!”

      


      “Achtung!” a sailor cried. Everyone within earshot came to quivering attention as Captain Langsdorff strode across the deck.


      “Oberleutnant Brekendorf!”


      Max had come to attention and stared silently ahead.


      “You are dismissed,” Langsdorff said.


      “This man almost killed…”


      “Dismissed, Oberleutnant.”


      The discipline of the Kriegsmarine asserted itself. “Jawohl, Herr Kapitän.”


      Max executed a parade-ground about-face and marched to the companionway. Behind him, Langsdorff greeted the British officers

         with his unshakable calm, his impeccable English, and his drawing room manners.

      


      Once in his cabin, Max pulled off his uniform, blackened with soot, wadded it into a ball, and threw it against the closet

         door. He lit a cigarette, filling the cabin with gray fumes much lighter than the ones that had almost choked him on the freighter.

         Damn that Englishman and damn the dirty English bastards. Damn them all. He burned quickly through his cigarette, stubbed

         the butt, and walked down to the officers’ lavatory for a warm shower. His heart still beat fast, anger mixed with leftover

         fear. He breathed deeply, closing his eyes and summoning a picture of Mareth. In August, in Berlin, just two days before Max

         sailed, the two of them had taken a hotel room with its own private bath for the weekend, and they had put that shower to

         excellent, creative use. Already it seemed like years ago, but the hot water on his skin helped recall the memory.

      


      He returned to his cabin and slept, waking at 1800 hours to put on a clean uniform for the evening meal. Other officers had

         just come off duty and the atmosphere in the officers’ mess was like a slightly raucous gentlemen’s club. Langsdorff dined

         in his sea cabin, as he often did when the ship was under way. His presence in the mess put his officers on their most correct

         and formal behavior, not allowing them to relax. Max looked around for Dieter. Some officers were drinking at the bar, others

         played skat in the back, but he couldn’t see his friend. He found a seat instead with Reinhold, one of the gunnery officers,

         and Hollendorf, second navigation officer.

      


      “Gentlemen, gentlemen, guten Abend,” Max said, dropping into a chair. Reinhold was an older man, but Hollendorf—a squat Bavarian—was,

         like Max and Dieter, a member of Crew 33, the small group of young officer cadets who had come to the Marineschule Mürwik

         in 1933.

      


      One of the civilian mess stewards poured Max a cup of coffee. Nigger sweat, the men called it. All the coffee they were drinking

         and all the fresh food they were eating had come from captured British ships. Fresh eggs from S.S. Trevanion; coffee and tea from S.S. Huntsman; beef, mutton, and chicken from S.S. Newton Beach; potatoes and sugar from S.S. Ashlea. The British fed them well. They had captured nine ships now and sank them all, save one used to house overflow prisoners.

         Still, with today’s capture, more than a hundred prisoners bunked aboard Graf Spee herself, and a damned lot of complainers they were, too.

      


      One of the English captains insisted that he had to have Brill’s patent medicine for seasickness, as if such a ridiculous

         item could even be found on a German man-o’-war. Another, Captain Dove of the tanker Africa Shell, captured off Mozambique, refused to leave his ship without his new set of golfing clubs. “Cost me twenty quid custom made

         in Mombasa and I’ll be damned if I leave them for you, Fritz,” he said to Max, who threw his hands in the air and let the

         man bring the bloody clubs across to Graf Spee along with half a dozen bottles of Gordon’s gin. “I’ll not leave good gin for Davy Jones’s locker.”

      


      Despite their constant grumbling, Captain Langsdorff extended every courtesy to his British prisoners. He fed them the same

         rations allotted to Spee’s own crew, supplied them with beer and cigarettes, with English books and magazines seized from captured merchantmen, with

         copies of newscasts from the BBC, an occasional bottle of whiskey—and for Captain Dove, champagne on his birthday. Langsdorff

         had even given one of his own pipes and a packet of tobacco to a British captain who had lost his. They even buried one British

         officer—dead from a heart attack—with full military honors: the body covered with the Red Duster of the British Merchant Navy;

         a British merchant captain reading the Church of England service; Langsdorff, Max, and other officers attending, each in full

         dress uniform, backed up by a starched honor guard of German sailors. Max had been required to wear his sword, which he could

         not abide because it was so easy to trip over. He had tripped over it, in fact, in his cabin as he dressed for the funeral,

         and banged his skull against the bulkhead. Still, it occurred to him then, and not for the first time, that Graf Spee might be acting with unreasonable generosity toward its prisoners. Military courtesy and the brotherhood of the sea only

         went so far—the Brits remained the enemy. Standing with Langsdorff on deck after the burial, Max ventured to ask the captain

         why he felt compelled to be so kind.

      


      Langsdorff smiled patiently. “International law, Oberleutnant.”


      “I understand, Herr Kapitän, but we go far beyond those requirements. We don’t owe this to the English, sir. You know what

         they did to us after the First War. They meant to destroy us then and they mean to destroy us now.”

      


      The captain looked at Max. His smile faded at the edges. Quietly he said, “Who meant to destroy us, Maximilian? The bosun’s

         mate from Huntsman? The crew of Ashlea? These men are sailors, as are we. They follow their orders, as do we. They love their country, as do we. And they are honorable

         men, as I hope that we are, too. Do they not deserve our respect?”

      


      Max looked away for a moment to master his anger, then turned again to Langsdorff. “Proper military etiquette is owed to them,

         Herr Kapitän, but not our respect. Sir, you commended the wireless operator of S.S. Tairoa for his bravery in continuing to broadcast a distress signal while we machine-gunned her!”

      


      “Was he not brave, Maximilian?”


      “Herr Kapitän, that doesn’t matter. He’s English!”


      Captain Langsdorff looked calmly at Max for a few moments. “And you are a German naval officer, Oberleutnant Brekendorf, and

         our country and our navy will be judged by your conduct, which is why you must always uphold the honor of our flag and our

         navy. Always.”

      


      _________


      The mess waiter set a large steak topped with fried eggs in front of Max. They spoke little as they bolted the meal. The sea

         gave a man an appetite, and who knew when he would eat again? Future mealtimes might find you at your action station with

         nothing save Pervitin and the emergency ration of chocolate bars to keep you going. Crockery and silverware clattered, glasses

         clinked, a laugh sounded at the card table. They ate substantially better on the war cruise than they had back home, where

         even men of the Wehrmacht were subject to the hardships of strict rationing. The program had been in place for years, and

         one had to look high and low throughout the Reich to find a fat man, except for Reichs-marshall Göring—“der dickie,” the Fat

         One, everyone called him. “Guns will make us strong. Butter will only make us fat,” he said. “That’s because we received the

         guns and he got all the butter,” so the joke went. The Führer had ordered that, in this war, Germany not be caught short of

         food, as it had been in the last. The nation had spent most of the previous decade building up its food stores in preparation

         for war—an end to the rationing would be one more reward for defeating the Allies quickly.

      


      After finishing his meal, Max pushed his plate away and lit a cigarette. Steak, eggs, coffee, tobacco; he felt expansive.

         He clapped Hollendorf on the back. “And so, young Hollendorf, where to next?”

      


      Hollendorf looked at Max through horn-rimmed glasses. “Sorry, old boy, that’s on a need-to-know basis.”


      “My good man, don’t you think as a deck officer responsible for steering the ship I need to know?”


      Hollendorf laughed. “All right, El Maximo, but only because of all those times you polished my shoes before inspection. We

         are to rendezvous with Altmark in three days to take on fuel and stores, and then we’re bound for the estuary of the Rio Plata to pick up merchant traffic

         outbound from Uruguay and Argentina.”

      


      Altmark belonged to the Secret Naval Supply Service. Disguised under neutral colors, she served as a supply ship to U-boats and surface

         raiders like Graf Spee.

      


      “And then?”


      “To London, where we bombard Buckingham Palace, of course.”


      “If you can find it.”


      “I have a Michelin guide,” the navigator said.


      They laughed. It was a running joke—the deck officers claimed the navigators never knew where they were going, and the navigators

         said the deck officers were always steering off course, doing such things as turning the ship to avoid hitting a porpoise.

      


      Lempke, one of the supply officers, came and sat in a vacant chair. “Anyone for bridge with your brandy and cigars?”


      “I can’t,” Max said. “Paperwork.”


      “And these other young officers?”


      “I fear the complexities of the game are beyond these simpletons.”


      His friends laughed and tossed their napkins at Max. He smiled and rose from the table. “I bid you fine gentlemen good evening.

         Some of us have important work to do.” He bowed low to his colleagues and made for the administrative quarters.

      


      The passageways of the ship were deserted, the men either on watch or still eating. A sad blue gleam illuminated the passageways—the

         interior of the ship lighted this way after sundown to protect the crew’s night vision. Max returned the salute of the armed

         sentry on duty and entered the administrative office. The sentry stood guard over the ship’s payroll. Inside, Fest, the chief

         paymaster, labored over his accounts. He nodded at Max, his bald head gleaming in the light from the lamp above his metal

         desk. Odd that in the middle of a war such details as calculating men’s pay went on. Max had almost been killed today, and

         here sat Fest, doing sums and consulting wage tables. And he would have been doing it just the same even if Max had died.

      


      Sailors were paid monthly in accordance with the number of specialties they’d mastered. The calculations necessary to determine

         the wages for everyone on a ship the size of Graf Spee were incredibly complex. Every man in the Wehrmacht carried a paybook in which his wage calculations were entered, along

         with a detailed catalog of additional information: what equipment he had been issued, what decorations he was entitled to

         wear, the units he had served in, how many wounds he had sustained. The list went on and on. The paybooks doubled as identity

         papers. “Produce your paybook” was the only phrase those blockheads in the Feldgendarmerie seemed to know; Max had seen them

         drag soldiers off trains all over Germany for not having their paybooks in order. Even an officer could be arrested for a

         discrepancy in his paybook. Rank mattered little to the Feldgendarmerie because they reported outside the chain of command.

         Even at sea, the men checked their monthly pay carefully, scrutinizing the calculations, and delighted in finding errors that

         could be called to the paymaster’s attention.

      


      Max sat at the desk he shared with some of the other officers and read through the intercepts. B-Service had not yet cracked

         the most secret codes of the Royal Navy, many of which were employed only once and then discarded, but they had broken the

         one used for giving orders to convoys. From this they had learned the call signs of a number of British men-o’-war. Urgent

         messages had been flashed that day to Ajax, Achilles, Exeter, and dozens more British warships. These messages, like many others sent by the British Admiralty in the last ten weeks,

         contained a single order: sink Graf Spee. And so the Royal Navy stalked them, scouring the ocean south of the equator for any sign of Spee. How close were these ships? Max had no way of knowing.

      


      Here, sitting behind a desk in the quiet of the evening, the soft drone of the engines in the background, the sea hissing

         gently alongside the hull, it seemed possible to imagine that the war was very far away, or even that there was no war on

         at all. Yet he could just as easily have gone down with the British merchantman; he probably would have if not for Dieter.

         But he would be back in Germany soon enough, hopefully by Christmastime. He and Mareth had let their engagement continue for

         years, hoping her family would eventually accept Max, which they had no intention of doing. But somehow since the war began,

         their displeasure seemed to matter less. Christmas would make a wonderful time to get married—and it was only three weeks

         away.

      


   

      CHAPTER THREE


      [image: art]


      ABOARD ADMIRAL GRAF SPEE


      FOUR DAYS LATER


      6 DECEMBER 1939


      WITH THE SWELLING OF THE STORM, MAX HAD MANAGED NO MORE than ten minutes of rest in the last four hours. The largest waves heeled Graf Spee over thirty-five degrees from the center line, giving the sensation that she was about to capsize. Max would defend his ship

         to anyone, be they army, navy, or air force, but truth be told, Spee rolled like a pig in a barnyard. Most of the young crew had never been through a Force Ten gale. Max knew many younger sailors

         were puking their guts out, convinced Spee would capsize at any moment.
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