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      “It is in truth not for glory, nor riches, nor honours that we are fighting, but for freedom alone, which no honest man gives up but with life itself.”

      Declaration of Independence, Arbroath, Scotland, 1320

      

      Germans are delivering a strong counter-offensive against Americans, who have no immediate reserves to stem the attack with.

      War Diaries of Field Marshal Lord Alanbrooke, 18 December 1944
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      Civvy Street: Civilian life.

      Decko: look.

      Doover: covered trench or dug-out.

      Duffy: fight, battle.

      Forty-twa: the 42 nd Foot, the Black Watch.

      Gin ye daur: if you dare or I dare you to come on.

      Hearts: Heart of Midlothian, one of Edinburgh’s senior football teams.

      Hibs: Hibernian FC, another senior Edinburgh football team and rival of the Hearts.

      Jam Tart: Hearts supporter or player.

      Jankers: a minor punishment in the army.

      Jock: generic term for a Scottish soldier or a Scotsman.

      Kangaroo: armoured military vehicle adapted to carry infantry.

      Muckle: large.

      PIAT: British and Canadian handheld anti-tank weapon; Protection, Infantry, Anti-Tank.

      QM: Quartermaster.

      Redcap: military policeman.

      Rooty Gong: Long Service Medal.

      Rummle: upset, annoy, disrupt.

      Shabash: Well done! Congratulations.

      Slàinte: health.

      Spandau: common British term for a German MG42 in the Second World War.

      Stonk: artillery bombardment.

      Teuchter: slightly derogatory expression for a Scottish Highlander.

      Wabbit: unsteady, unwell, shaky.
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      VUGHT, NETHERLANDS

      OCTOBER 1944

      The Second Battalion, Lothian Rifles, stood in a hollow square, ignoring the horizontal wind that blasted sleet against them. High above, silver-white streaks in a dark grey sky heralded the bleak Netherlands dawn. The motionless men heard the rumble of artillery in the distance, with the occasional flash on the horizon highlighting the naked branches of trees. Nobody paid any attention. They had heard it all before. Too bloody often before, as Private Hogg would have told them, loudly and harshly.

      Major Douglas Tulloch stood at attention in front of D Company, with his left arm still throbbing from the minor wound he had picked up when the Lothians captured the SS barracks three days previously. Ignoring the persistent pain, Tulloch looked around the battalion.

      Lieutenant Colonel Kilner stood proudly erect fifteen yards in front of the Lothians. Kilner had joined the battalion shortly before the Battle of the Somme in 1916 and had grown grey and experienced as he slowly rose to his present rank. Two yards to Kilner’s left, Major Neil Muirhead, second-in-command of the battalion, looked wan and thin from months on the run from a German prisoner-of-war camp and recapture by the SS. He leaned slightly to one side, favouring a wound he had picked up in Normandy.

      Tulloch swivelled his gaze to see the men of D Company, the men he commanded. In common with the rest of the battalion, D Company was undermanned in both officers and other ranks. Tulloch had been with the Lothians since before the war, and only a quarter of the original men had survived the battles, retreats and advances since those far-off, halcyon days. He saw Innes, the tall Bren gun expert, and Smith, who habitually carried the anti-tank PIAT. Aitken, the best scrounger in the battalion, had recently returned from a severe wound and stood beside Elliot, once a serial womaniser and now faithful to Jolene, the French woman he had met in Normandy.

      Tulloch nodded. These veterans were the backbone of the company, every company, in every regiment in the army. He allowed his gaze to roam further.

      Tulloch saw Hogg, truculent and experienced, standing beside Kerr, the Peebles man who had spent time in a British labour camp before the war. On Hogg’s other side was Kilgour, the singer, and then Tod, the hill shepherd. There were others. Quiet, reserved Cattanach; Sergeant Borthwick; the religious Brown; MacBride, who created booby traps; and always CSM Drysdale. Good men, and Tulloch hoped they all survived the war. He saw Bill McGill, now a full captain and in command of B Company. McGill had been one of Tulloch’s platoon commanders in the desert and Sicily and, in Tulloch’s opinion, was a fine officer.

      There was no C Company. Every man was gone, killed or captured in Normandy. The battalion, reduced in numbers, fought on.

      “Here he comes now,” Hood, Tulloch’s batman, said quietly.

      The battalion stiffened further to attention as a jeep roared into the town square and Major General Tom Rennie, the commander of the 51 st Highland Division, stepped out. The original 51 st had fought in the British Expeditionary Force in France in 1940 until Erwin Rommel’s Panzer Division captured them at St Valery. The Army built a new 51 st in Scotland, which had battled from El Alamein to Sicily and from Normandy to the Netherlands, earning renown as an excellent fighting formation.

      Rennie had been a major with the original 51 st, had escaped from France, and had risen to become a major general. Now he inspected the Lothians, smiling faintly as he regarded the tanned faces of the veterans and the youthful, slightly nervous replacements.

      “Men of the Lothian Rifles!” Although Rennie spoke quietly, his words reached every man present. “It is my duty and my honour to tell you that, as from this day, you will be part of the 51 st Highland Division.”

      Tulloch felt a prickle of satisfaction. Since 1939, the Lothians had been passed around different divisions, fighting alongside other units without being fully integrated into any. General Rennie’s words altered that. Now they belonged with the 51 st, a doughty division they knew well.

      Rennie allowed his gaze to roam around the battalion. “You have endured some tough fighting in the war so far,” he said. “From France in 1940 to Eritrea, the Western Desert, Tobruk, El Alamein, Tunisia, Sicily, Normandy and Operation Colin, you have fought and defeated the Germans and Italians.”

      The men stiffened further, and the officers nodded. It was always good to have a senior officer appreciate the battalion’s achievements.

      “The Highland regiments will welcome you into the 51 st, although you are a Lowland regiment.” Rennie grinned. “We won’t hold your geography against you.”

      When a general attempted to make a joke, he expected lesser mortals to laugh. Most of the men managed at least a smile. A few officers laughed outright. Tulloch heard Hogg’s low growl. “Cheeky teuchter bugger.”

      Rennie waited until the ripple passed through the ranks. “You may already know some of the traditions of the 51 st Division, or the Highway Decorators, as we are also known.”

      That reminder brought a more genuine laugh, for the men of the 51 st were notorious for painting their HD divisional sign wherever they passed through.

      “One such tradition is the balmoral.” Rennie held up an example of the divisional headgear for the benefit of any man who was unaware of what a balmoral might be. “Officers and men wear the balmoral rather than any other head covering. It is a sign that we are all from the Highland Division. We only wear steel helmets when we are going into battle or when the enemy shelling is particularly intense.”

      Rennie looked around the Lothians again. “Welcome to the 51 st, Lothians.” With his speech made, the general boarded his jeep and roared away, leaving the Lothians still standing in the bitter wind.

      “All right, men!” Colonel Kilner shouted. “You heard the general. As of today, everybody will wear balmorals except when we go into battle. We belong in the 51 st Highland Division now! Dismissed!”

      “Well,” Muirhead said as the officers returned to their quarters. “It’s about time we belonged somewhere.”

      Tulloch nodded. “I’ve had enough of being shoved from pillar to post and back. Let’s hope we are with the 51 st for the duration of the war.”

      “At least we know their capabilities,” Muirhead said.

      “No more hare-brained schemes from the Intelligence people sending us on suicidal missions,” Tulloch said as he stuffed tobacco into the bowl of his pipe. “I hope.”

      “Please God, no,” Muirhead agreed. He stopped for breath, still suffering from his wound. “You’d better get to your company, Douglas. I have a pile of paperwork waiting for me.”

      Tulloch nodded, remembering his time as battalion second-in-command. “I don’t envy you,” he said, and strode to D Company, acknowledging the salute of Sergeant Borthwick with a casual flick of his finger.

      “Don’t get too settled, lads!” Colonel Kilner shouted. “The 7 th Argylls are having a tough time near Geertruidenberg. We’re setting off in support.”

      Tulloch turned to face the colonel. “When, sir?”

      “As soon as the Kangaroos come up, Major. Get your men ready.”
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        * * *

      

      Tulloch ensured D Company was ready for the next phase in the war. With Company Sergeant Major Drysdale keeping a stern, if fatherly, eye on the company, he had no doubts his men had all the necessary kit and ammunition. Wishing McGill were still with him, he spoke to the platoon commanders and turned to the NCOs and section leaders.

      “You’ve all been in action before,” Tulloch said. “Listen for orders and look after your men.” He knew it was not an inspiring speech, but the Lothians were a hard-headed bunch who responded better to sense and logic than high-flown phrases.

      “Aye, we’ll be fine,” CSM Drysdale replied as D Company’s vehicles arrived, their wheels throwing up muddy spray.

      “All aboard, lads!” the NCOs ordered, and the men clambered into the transport, grumbling, grousing, joking and wondering what lay ahead.

      “Tulloch, take the lead with D Company,” Kilner ordered. “McGill, you and B Company are the rearguard. Lindsay, you have A Company behind Tulloch, and Buchanan, your E Company is next.”

      The Lothians left Vught in a convoy of Kangaroos, self-propelled guns with the armament removed and the vehicles converted to carry up to ten infantrymen. Their column moved out into the iron-grey morning, with damp fields and sad houses on either side, while autumn-bare trees stretched naked branches to an uncaring sky. The men sat in shoulder-rubbing discomfort, holding their weapons and discussing their immediate future.

      “Where are we off to, sir?” Hood asked.

      “Geertruidenberg,” Tulloch replied. “The 7 th Argylls are having a torrid time there.”

      Hood nodded. “Is there another concentration camp there, sir?” The Lothians were still unsettled by what they had discovered in Vught Concentration Camp.

      “Let’s hope not,” Tulloch said. He knew he would never forget that place, with its gas chambers, instruments of torture and piled-up civilian dead.

      The Lothians passed signs of battle: charred and scarred trees, a burning Kangaroo lying upside down beside the road and a scattering of bodies. An Argyll medical orderly looked up from treating a wounded German soldier.

      “Where are you headed?” the orderly asked tersely, glancing down the length of the column.

      When Tulloch told him, the orderly shook his head.

      “You won’t get there, sir. The enemy is in strength. We bumped a German counter-attack and only reached Raamsdonk.”

      “Thank you,” Tulloch said. He consulted the map and saw that Raamsdonk was about a mile from his intended destination. “We’ll see how far we can reach.”

      Tulloch pushed on. The sound of artillery was ever-present in the background, but now the Lothians also heard the intermittent crackle of small-arms fire and knew the war was drawing closer. Tulloch slipped the safety catch from his Sten gun, ensuring the muzzle pointed away from Hood, for the weapon was notoriously unreliable.

      “Halt!” A saturnine Argyll corporal appeared in front of them, Sten in hand. He peered at Tulloch suspiciously. “Who are you?”

      “Captain Tulloch. Second Lothians,” Tulloch reported. “We’ve come to give you a hand.”

      “I thought the 7 th Black Watch were relieving us, sir,” the corporal said.

      “They’ll be here shortly,” Tulloch replied.

      The corporal nodded. “All right, sir. Be careful up there. The Boche are lively today. We hold Raamsdonk, and they hold everything further out.” He stepped back and waved the Lothians on. Behind the corporal, Tulloch saw a Bren gun position with the barrel pointed directly at his Kangaroo. The Argylls were taking no chances.

      The Argylls had the village of Raamsdonk secure, with armour and anti-tank guns at street corners and houses turned into miniature fortresses. The colonel greeted Kilner like an old friend.

      “Place your men wherever you think best,” the colonel said. “Our right flank is weakest.”

      Tulloch spread D Company on the right of the village. The veterans were nearly nonchalant, digging slit trenches, taking up positions beside the Argylls and telling the newer men what to do.

      “Don’t fire until you are sure they are the enemy,” CSM Drysdale said. “The Argylls may have patrols out there.”

      “And when you’re sure they’re Nazis, you kill the bastards,” Private Hogg added, eyeing the bleak countryside.

      “Exactly,” Drysdale agreed.

      Tulloch hid his smile. Hogg and the CSM did not always agree, but both were consummate soldiers, highly skilled and professional. He toured D Company’s area of the village, ensuring his men were dug in and as safe as possible. The veterans knew their business, and most of the new men were learning fast.

      When fighting the Germans, one has to learn fast, Tulloch thought. He pulled Six Section of Four Platoon back.

      “You’re too exposed there,” he said. “The Germans can infiltrate between you and the village. Always make sure your flanks are secure, the neighbouring section covers you, and you cover them.”

      He noted the section commander’s name, a young lance corporal named Wright, and wondered if the colonel had promoted the man too soon.

      The mortaring started three minutes later, a silent approach and sudden death from the sky. The first explosion was a hundred yards outside the village and warned the defenders to keep under cover. The next smashed onto a roof on the outskirts, while the third blasted a hole in the main street.

      “Keep your heids down, men!” CSM Drysdale shouted. “They’ve got our number!”

      The old sweats had already dived for cover, with the less experienced men following a fraction later. Tulloch lay behind a low wall, listening to the sudden crash of the mortars. He noted that the German mortars exploded immediately on impact, rather than penetrating the surface as the British bombs did.

      Their mortars have a more sensitive nose than ours. They won’t be as destructive to property, but are just as dangerous.

      After that random thought, Tulloch concentrated only on staying alive, making himself as small as possible as the bombs hurtled down. He listened to the rattle and whine of shrapnel, the clatter of broken masonry and wondered at the constant destruction that war caused.

      Man builds up, and then man destroys. Politicians promise the earth, provide a handful of dirt and tear down what others have created. What the hell is life all about? What the hell is war for? To make work for builders?

      The bombardment lasted fifteen minutes, reminding the Lothians that the Germans could strike back.

      “Stretcher bearer!” The melancholic words floated from Tulloch’s right. Two stretcher bearers, the bravest of the brave in Tulloch’s opinion, ran through the barrage to help the casualty, a young soldier who had only joined the battalion three days previously.

      The mortaring stopped abruptly, having only wounded one man. Tulloch saw the stretcher bearers carry the stricken private to Captain Macquarie, the battalion medical officer.

      “Tanks!” Sergeant Borthwick warned as the Lothians heard the distinctive rattle and clank of armour.
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      RAAMSDONK, NETHERLANDS

      OCTOBER 1944

      “That’s all we bloody need,” Hogg muttered. “Hey, Smithy! Get your PIAT ready!”

      “Ready!” Smith replied, loading Four Platoon’s anti-tank weapon.

      Tulloch lifted his binoculars and scanned the area in front of Raamsdonk without seeing any German armour. Rising cautiously, he entered the nearest two-storey building and focused on the road to the rear. He saw four tanks escorting a couple of Kangaroos holding a Black Watch company.

      “Friendlies!” Tulloch shouted.

      “Thank God for that,” Elliot muttered.

      A platoon from A Company, the Black Watch, pushed through Raamsdonk to patrol towards the German lines. The Lothians watched as the leading two tanks rolled past, with the men in the Kangaroos casually replacing their balmorals with steel helmets. The weak sunshine momentarily caught the red hackle of the Black Watch, then glinted off the rounded steel helmet. A further two tanks acted as rear guard.

      “Best of luck, lads!” Innes shouted.

      The Lothians watched the patrol advance, waiting for the order to join them. Tulloch pressed tobacco into the bowl of his pipe and scanned the land ahead, searching for dead ground in which the Germans could hide. Twenty minutes later, he heard the stutter and rattle of a Spandau.

      “The Black Watch have bumped the Nazis,” Hogg said.

      “God help the Nazis,” Innes replied.

      “The Lord won’t help the devil’s brood,” Private Brown said quietly.

      Tulloch listened without comment. Until a few days previously, he had wondered why Britain was fighting the war. Since 1939, British and Allied armies had contested the Axis forces on land, sea and air, losing hundreds of thousands of men—killed, wounded and taken prisoner. Tulloch had witnessed the devastation and death that war had brought to the world and had grieved over the loss of the very young men who suffered and died on both sides. He had recognised the insanity of war and had doubted the sense in fighting. In October 1944, the Lothians had helped liberate the Vught Concentration Camp, and Tulloch had witnessed the reality of the Nazis’ regime.

      Tulloch had seen the piled-up dead in striped pyjamas, the gas chambers, the torture rooms and the other obscene horrors that Hitler and his followers imposed on anybody they disliked or of whom they disapproved. Once the initial shock wore off, Tulloch realised he had no more doubts. He knew Britain had been justified in declaring war on Germany in 1939 and that the Allies must be victorious.

      The Spandau fired again, a long burst that ended with the report of a tank’s main armament and the lighter sound of two Stens. Silence followed.

      “The tankies and the Black Watch have sorted out the Nazi machine-gun nest,” Hogg said. “Shabash the Forty-twa!”

      “Let’s hope so,” Elliot said. “Nazi bastards.”

      Tulloch knew he was not the only man the concentration camp had shocked. After fighting Italians and Germans from Eritrea to Sicily and Normandy, the Lothians’ veterans had developed a healthy respect for the Germans as professional, hard-fighting soldiers. They had fought without hatred, but the Vught Concentration Camp had altered their perception. Tulloch felt a new mood in the Lothians and understood the injection of steel into the battalion’s soul.

      As the sounds of battle faded, Tulloch felt D Company relax. He knew many of the men were listening intently, wishing the Black Watch well. A few, like Hogg, wanted to be involved, while most were content to stay out of trouble. Tulloch grunted when he heard the sharp report of artillery ahead.

      “That’s a German self-propelled gun,” Second Lieutenant Cowie of Five Platoon, brand new to the battalion, said. “The Black Watch have run into trouble.”

      Tulloch nodded and contemplated leading a fighting patrol to help the Black Watch.

      They can take care of themselves, he reasoned. None better.

      Tulloch heard another outbreak of firing, with small arms predominant. D Company speculated what was happening.

      “That’s the Forty-twa disposing of Hitler,” Aitken said.

      “Nah,” Smith replied. “Hitler would be too feart to come close to the Black Watch. He knows what he would get. He’ll send his minions to get slaughtered.”

      “Watch your front!” CSM Drysdale ordered sharply. “And both flanks! And use your other eye to watch the rear. You know how dangerous these Nazis can be.”

      Tulloch agreed. The Lothians had sufficient experience to know how dangerous the Germans could be. Tulloch also noticed that since their experiences in the concentration camp, the Lothians had taken to calling the enemy Nazis rather than the more affectionate Fritz or Boche. They infused all the evil of the Nazi regime into the Germans they faced.

      “Somebody’s coming towards us!” The observation posts on the road reported.

      “Stand by!” Tulloch ordered D Company. He checked his Sten and peered forward as the men hugged their weapons; Smith readied his PIAT, hoping for an enemy tank to blow up. Innes lay prone, Bren gun ready, and the rest held their Sten guns or rifles.

      “Come on, ya bastards,” Hogg murmured, flicking off the safety catch on his Lee-Enfield rifle. “Come to Hoggie!”

      “They’re ours!” The news passed from man to man. “Black Watch!”

      “Stand down!” Tulloch ordered. He felt the sense of relief mixed with some disappointment. Hogg grunted as he switched his safety catch to the off position.

      “Bloody Black Watch,” Hogg muttered. “Bloody teuchters.”

      The Black Watch patrol returned, with one Kangaroo missing and the Jocks looking pleased with themselves. Most had replaced their steel helmets with balmorals, displaying the red cockades to the world.

      The news gradually filtered from the Black Watch to the Lothians until Hood informed Tulloch what had happened.

      “After the Black Watch dealt with a Spandau nest,” Hood said, “a German self-propelled gun ambushed them. The Nazis waited until the leading tanks passed and then attacked the Kangaroos.” Hood grinned. “Stupid move to attack the Watch. Lieutenant Donaldson rammed the gun with his Kangaroo, wrecking the Kanga in the process, but the lads jumped out and disposed of the gun crew.”

      “Shabash the Black Watch,” Tulloch said.

      “Aye, sir. After that, Mr Donaldson thought it best to return to Raamsdonk.”

      “Lieutenant Donaldson was probably very wise,” Tulloch said.

      “Tulloch!” Colonel Kilner appeared. “The Black Watch are putting in a platoon-strength flanking attack around Geertruidenberg. I want you to accompany them. Get to know some of their officers. Take Hood and Innes with you.”

      “Yes, sir,” Tulloch replied. He did not ask questions, but he knew the colonel had an ulterior motive for the order. Kilner had all the cunning of twenty-eight years’ service in the army.

      The Black Watch platoon greeted Tulloch with hard stares as the Platoon Commander saluted.

      “Welcome to Six Platoon, sir. I am Captain Lennox,” the Black Watch officer said.

      “I’m only an observer, Captain Lennox,” Tulloch said, “but if I can help, say the word.”

      Lennox grinned. “Your experience will be valuable, sir. We aim to drive around Geertruidenberg and prevent the enemy from escaping.”

      Tulloch glanced at the platoon. Captain Lennox rode in a Bren gun carrier, or Universal Carrier as it was officially termed, while the men were in Kangaroos, with two Yeomanry tanks as escort.

      “We have a carrier for you, Major,” Lennox said. “Do you have a driver?”

      “Hood is my driver,” Tulloch replied. “Innes will man the Bren.”

      “That’s us, then,” Captain Lennox said cheerfully. He waited until Tulloch was in the carrier before giving the signal for the platoon to advance.

      Tulloch watched Lennox’s men closely. They seemed a hard-bitten lot, mainly from Fife, Dundee and Forfarshire, sitting in the Kangaroos with their bonnets pulled well over their foreheads and their weapons ready for use. Lennox sat upright in his carrier, talking cheerfully to his men.

      “Why are we here, sir?” Hood asked. “The Black Watch don’t need us, and we’ve been in a hundred patrols without them.”

      “We are here because the colonel ordered us here,” Tulloch replied.

      “Yes, sir,” Hood said. “It’s like that old song from the Kaiser’s War then: ‘We’re Here Because We’re Here, Because We’re Here, Because We’re Here.’“

      “Precisely so,” Tulloch agreed. He knew Kilner would have a reason for sending him on patrol with the Black Watch, but could not work out what it might be.

      The Dutch night blanketed them, cold and crisp, with a hazy mist that dragged the dampness from the surrounding fields and clung to the vehicles’ steel bodies in small bobbles of moisture. Captain Lennox led in his carrier, with the tank immediately behind him and the remainder of the patrol following. They drove at a moderate speed, with Tulloch’s carrier between two of the three Kangaroos.

      “I can’t see Captain Lennox using a map,” Hood said.

      Tulloch peered into the gloom ahead. “He must know the road well.”

      After a ninety-minute drive, the platoon halted. Lennox jumped out of his carrier and organised firing positions for his men.

      “Take us beside that building, Hood,” Tulloch pointed to a solid-looking farmhouse. “Park the carrier fifteen yards away behind that field wall. Not too close to the house. That’s a natural target. Innes, remain behind the Bren in case any Germans escape the ambush and head this way.”

      Lennox had chosen his ambush position well on a slight rise that overlooked the main road from Geertruidenberg. His solitary Churchill tank found a hull-down position, its gun pointing along the road, the crew waiting expectantly. The patrol remained silent as a dull dawn slowly cleared away the dark. Long silver ribbons in the sky heralded the coming of sunlight, although the mist remained. Tulloch saw the grey tendrils clinging to the British vehicles. A cock crowed somewhere, greeting another day of fear and slaughter.

      “For what we are about to receive,” Hood said quietly.

      Captain Lennox walked along the platoon’s positions, laughing as he spoke to his men. The red cockade on his balmoral seemed to glow with a life of its own, and for a moment, Tulloch thought fancifully that Lennox’s energy spread to the regimental symbol.

      Hood frowned, watching Lennox’s progress. “That’s strange, sir,” he said.

      “What’s strange, Hood?” Tulloch asked.

      “Watch the Forty-twa, sir,” Hood said. “Some of the swaddies are touching Mr Lennox.”

      Tulloch saw that Hood was correct. Many Black Watch soldiers deliberately brushed against Lennox as he passed them, with one man reaching forward to grip the captain’s sleeve.

      “I’ve never seen anything like that before, sir,” Hood said.

      “I’ve always thought the Black Watch were away with the fairies, sir,” Innes gave his carefully considered opinion.

      Lennox walked casually to Tulloch, holding his Sten gun in his right hand. “All right, sir?”

      “All right, Lennox,” Tulloch said.

      “Our battalion will be approaching Geertruidenberg soon,” Lennox announced. “You will see at first hand how the Black Watch operate.”

      Hood shifted the carrier’s position to place it behind the stone boundary wall, with the Bren protruding through a gap in the coping stones.

      “A bit of camouflage won’t come amiss,” Tulloch said. Autumn winds had strewn broken branches around, and five minutes’ work secured a selection to place around and above the carrier. Tulloch ensured that the boughs with leaves screened the Bren without obscuring Innes’s line of vision.

      “Listen for the noise!” Lennox called happily.

      The British mortar bombs landed in Geertruidenberg in a well-aimed clump, followed quickly by the rattle of Vickers machine guns and the bark of tank artillery.

      “The Black Watch are on the offensive,” Hood remarked.

      Tulloch said nothing, lifted his binoculars and studied the road to the town. The mist had dissipated slightly, yet remained dense from ground level to chest height, and hovered around the upper storeys of the houses and the tops of trees. More mortar bombs fell, with German Spandaus adding to the noise. The first vehicle growled away from Geertruidenberg a moment later, with Captain Lennox warning his men not to fire.

      “It’s an ambulance!” Tulloch told Innes. “Let it pass.”

      Innes held his fire. He knew that the bulk of the German Army would treat Allied casualties as well as German. In the Lothians’ experience, only the SS and other extreme Nazi organisations were guilty of murdering the wounded and prisoners. The ambulance passed, and Tulloch heard other vehicles approaching. He saw a dark Horch 108 staff car escorted by an armoured car, both moving at speed.

      “Rats leaving the sinking ship!” Hood said as Innes crouched behind his Bren.

      The Yeomanry tank fired first, with its shell exploding ten yards from the escorting armoured car. The Black Watch opened fire a few seconds later, with two Bren guns targeting the staff car. Tulloch saw the bullets raise fountains of dirt beside the vehicle, then hammer at the driver. The car slewed to one side, with the passenger inside throwing the door open as he tried to escape. The Black Watch finished him off before turning their attention to the sudden surge of vehicles emerging from Geertruidenberg.

      The Germans retreated in order, with infantry in a dozen halftracks and trucks from various national origins. The Yeomanry tank and Black Watch swept the road with fire, hitting the halftracks first and then concentrating on the soft-skinned vehicles. Some Germans retaliated with machine-gun and rifle fire, but most seemed content to either run, hide or surrender.

      “These Nazi lads have had enough, sir,” Hood said. “Their morale has broken.”

      Tulloch watched the retreating Germans with professional interest, agreeing with Hood. “Fire when you have a clear target, Innes,” he said.

      “I will, sir,” Innes said. “I’ll take care of any that get past the Black Watch.”

      “That won’t be many,” Tulloch said grimly.

      Captain Lennox directed the firing, walking along the line of his platoon, giving directions and occasionally stopping to fire his Sten at the fleeing Germans.

      A single halftrack burst past the ambush, swerved to avoid the tank’s fire and gunned down the road with bullets from the Black Watch, raising spurts of dust on either side.

      “This one is mine, sir,” Innes said. He crouched behind his Bren gun, aimed and fired a short burst. The halftrack jerked sideways as Innes’s bullets killed the driver. The men in the body of the vehicle leapt out, with Innes catching one group with another, slightly longer burst. Two men fell, and a third rolled under the car.

      “Come on, Hood!” Tulloch said, standing to fire his Sten. Hood joined him, firing through the interlaced branches at the German infantry. The Germans returned fire, with bullets whining and crashing past Tulloch and Hood, slicing through the twigs and ricocheting from the carrier’s armoured sides.

      Concentrating on firing, Tulloch barely noticed the man striding from the Black Watch position towards the German crew.

      “Time you surrendered, lads!” Lennox shouted cheerfully, then translated his words into fluent German. He fired a short burst from his Sten, then leaned it against his shoulder. “Come on, Fritzy! Let’s be having you!”

      “What the devil is that man doing?” Tulloch asked.

      “Trying to get killed, sir,” Hood replied, ducking behind the wall to reload his Sten.

      “Captain Lennox!” Tulloch shouted. “Get back under cover!”

      “No need, sir,” Lennox replied. “The Germans have thrown in the towel.”

      Half a dozen of the Black Watch had followed Lennox, keeping close to the captain as they pointed their weapons at the now surrendering Germans.

      “Cease fire!” Tulloch said quietly. Innes released the Bren trigger but remained where he was.

      “What happened, sir?” Hood asked. “The Germans could easily have killed Mr Lennox.”

      “They didn’t,” Tulloch said quietly. “The Germans surrendered, and that’s all that matters.”

      Innes kept his Bren pointed towards the prisoners until the colonel of the Black Watch led the leading company of his battalion through Geertruidenberg. He sat upright in his jeep as he linked up with Lennox.

      “Well, Tulloch,” the colonel said calmly. “You can tell Colonel Kilner that the Black Watch have captured Geertruidenberg.”

      “I’ll pass the news along, sir,” Tulloch replied.

      The Black Watch colonel nodded and snapped an order to round up the prisoners and care for the wounded. “How did you find working with my men?” He paused for a significant moment. “And my officers?”

      “They were very efficient, sir,” Tulloch replied. “They dealt with the Germans without leaving us much to do.”

      The colonel smiled. “And Captain Lennox?”

      “He may be a trifle unorthodox, sir,” Tulloch said, “but very effective.”

      “Unorthodox,” the colonel repeated, nodding again. “Yes. Unorthodox is one word. Thank you, Major. You had better return to your unit now.” He walked away, casting seemingly casual yet penetrating glances at everything his men were doing.

      “What was that all about, sir?” Hood asked.

      “I’m damned if I know,” Tulloch said. “We were only passengers.” He shrugged. “Take us back to the Lothians, Hood, and don’t spare the horses.”
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      NETHERLANDS

      AUTUMN 1944

      After the Black Watch’s capture of Geertruidenberg, a Lothians’ carrier patrol pushed as far as the River Maas, returning to report that the Germans had destroyed the bridge.

      “That’s not unexpected,” Muirhead said, with an empty pipe clamped between his teeth. “The Germans are experts in rearguard actions.”

      “They should be. They’ve had plenty of experience since Monty took over,” McGill murmured. “Why don’t they just jack it in? They must know they can’t win the war now.”

      Tulloch grunted, looking at McGill through a haze of blue tobacco smoke. “I suspect the Germans are hoping for a miracle, or for their boffins to produce a super weapon that will turn the tide in their favour.”

      “Like their flying bombs?” McGill asked.

      “Like their flying bombs,” Tulloch agreed.

      “The quicker we defeat them, the better,” McGill said. “Would we not be better off having one quick thrust to Berlin and cut off the head of the snake, rather than footling around losing good men capturing every little village in Western Europe?”

      “Maybe,” Tulloch said. “The opinion of little people like us don’t count. I don’t know who decided the strategy of a broad approach to the war, probably Eisenhower, but we have to fight the damned thing.”

      “Ours not to reason why and all that,” McGill said. “Ours but to bleed and die.”

      “That’s about the size of it, Bill,” Tulloch agreed. “How is B Company shaping up?”

      “Not bad,” McGill said. “They’re a decent bunch of lads. I don’t know them as well as D Company yet.”

      “You’ll know them after your first major action together,” Tulloch said.

      McGill nodded and glanced at his watch. “Probably. I’m on duty tonight, so I will love you and leave you.” He rose, leaving Tulloch alone in the room. Tulloch sighed and began to write a duty roster for D Company. Looking ahead, he could not see an end to the war. His future seemed to comprise an endless succession of battles and skirmishes until, sometime, inevitably, a German sniper or German artillery shell ended his life.
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        * * *

      

      As the Black Watch left the Lothians and returned to Vught, Colonel Kilner addressed the officers. They stood or sat in the cottage the colonel had commandeered as his command headquarters, smoking and talking quietly. Both room doors were closed, the smashed window was boarded up, sandbags were piled for protection, and corrugated iron covered a shell hole in the ceiling, but a fire glowed in the stove, and there was a pleasant smug of smoke.

      “Our push is progressing favourably,” Kilner said. “The Allies have removed most of the enemy from the south-west Netherlands. The British advance to the west will link to the Canadian push north from Antwerp, and we’ll soon eradicate the Huns from this sector of the country.”

      The officers murmured their satisfaction. Some puffed on their pipes, others added small congratulatory phrases. Tulloch knew Kilner better and waited for the bad news. He caught Muirhead’s glance and raised his eyebrows.

      “However,” Kilner said, and Tulloch drew on his pipe. “Things are not all positive.”

      Tulloch exhaled blue smoke. Here we go. What does Higher Command want from us now?

      “Monty believes the 51 st front is ragged,” Kilner said. “He wants us firmly on the River Maas.” He waited for a moment, eyeing his officers. “It’s obvious that we will be pressing into Germany soon, and Monty wants the Maas as a barrier between the Germans and us in northern Holland, in case they try a spoiling attack on our advance.”

      “Do you think they will try, sir?” Captain Buchanan asked. Buchanan had recently been transferred to the battalion from the Cameronians.

      Kilner nodded. “I would if I were them. The Germans have a bridgehead on our side of the river, the south side. They are well established behind the Afwaterings Canal, which is little more than a thirty-yard-wide moat. Naturally, they have destroyed all the bridges. The canal stretches from the Maas close to ‘s-Hertogenbosch, heads south, slants west and then north to rejoin the Maas near Waalwijk.”

      “It forms an island, then,” Muirhead said for the benefit of the officers with a weak grasp of physical geography.

      “Exactly so,” Kilner agreed. “An island six miles long and four miles wide, with a strong garrison of some six battalions.”

      “Are we going to clear it up, sir?” Muirhead asked and grimaced as his old wound troubled him.

      “We are,” Kilner confirmed. “Higher Command intended that the 53 rd Welsh Division was to remove the Huns from the Island, but the situation has changed recently. The Germans have pushed back an American division further along the Maas, and Monty has ordered the 53 rd Division to help the Americans out.”

      “So we get the Island,” Muirhead said.

      “152 and 153 Brigade will cleanse the Island of the Huns,” Kilner confirmed. He unrolled a map. “This is the best map of the area we have, with the latest information on German deployments that the air reconnaissance has gathered.”

      The officers gathered round as Kilner used a poker as a pointer to trace the main points of the Island. “A road bisects the Island, passing through this town, Drunen. The 5 th Cameron Highlanders will capture Drunen. Three-quarters of a mile to the east, and on the same road, is Groenwoud; that is our destination, along with the 5 th Seaforths.”

      The officers crowded forward.

      “Meanwhile,” Kilner continued, “the 2 nd Seaforths will take and hold the crossroads at Drunen.”

      “How about 153 Brigade, sir?” Muirhead asked.

      “They will take Nieuwkuijk, Vlijmen and Haarsteeg,” Kilner explained. “151 and 154 Brigades will create diversionary attacks to keep the Huns busy and stop reinforcements from bothering the main thrust.”

      Tulloch viewed the map. As always, military operations appeared neat, orderly and straightforward on paper, but he knew the reality would be messier. The Germans had a knack for throwing Teutonic spanners in the works.

      “Higher Command have called this operation ‘Guy Fawkes’,” Kilner said, “as we are approaching the 5 th of November.”

      “Let’s hope it’s fireworks for the enemy and not for us,” McGill said.

      Kilner shook his head, smiling. “The army will supply sixteen-man canvas boats to cross the canal.”

      “Canvas boats offer no protection from gunfire,” McGill said.

      “The Divisional artillery will cover the crossing,” Kilner assured him. He stabbed at the map and traced a blue line across the Island. “This is the northern, or Drunensche Dyke, which we expect to be the Germans’ main line of defence. Once we breach this dyke, things will be easier.”

      “How shall we breach it, sir?” Tulloch asked.

      “The artillery barrage will help,” Kilner said.

      Tulloch knew what that meant. As the dyke stretched the full width of the Island, the British could not outflank it. They would have to attack head-on, with consequent heavy casualties.

      Kilner allowed the officers a few moments to digest the information before he spoke again. “I have one more piece of news. Another officer is arriving to boost the battalion. He is Captain Christie Lennox, who is transferring from the Black Watch soon.” Kilner nodded to Tulloch. “Major Tulloch met Captain Lennox recently.”

      Most of the officers glanced at Tulloch.

      “Why is Captain Lennox transferring, sir?” Tulloch asked.

      “Perhaps he wanted a change,” Kilner said, smiling. “Good, experienced officers are as rare as unicorn horns, and I certainly won’t look a gift horse in the mouth.”

      Tulloch nodded. “We need all the good officers we can find, sir.”

      “All right, gentlemen,” Kilner said. “You have work to do getting your men ready for the Island. Leave by the front door, everyone except Tulloch and Muirhead. I want you two to remain behind.”

      Tulloch and Muirhead exchanged glances, expecting bad news as the more junior officers filed out of the house.

      Kilner waited until they were alone in the room before raising his voice. “Come in,” he called, and the door at the back of the room opened.

      A calm-faced man of medium height slid quietly into the room.

      Oh, dear God in heaven, Tulloch thought. Ruthven.
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        * * *

      

      Tulloch had met Ruthven too often and knew he was a harbinger of trouble. Ruthven was an officer with no known official rank who worked for British Intelligence. He and Tulloch were wary adversaries, fighting for the same cause but with different agendas.

      “Good morning, Major Muirhead and Major Tulloch,” Ruthven said, perching on the corner of the colonel’s scarred desk.

      “Morning, Ruthven,” Muirhead replied, as Tulloch responded with a curt nod.

      “You’ll be wondering what I am doing here,” said Ruthven; a statement Tulloch had heard before.

      “We are,” Muirhead said, as Tulloch continued to keep quiet.

      “You have a new officer joining the Lothians,” Ruthven said. “Captain Christie Lennox.” He studied both their faces as if to ensure they understood his words.

      “Colonel Kilner has just informed us about Captain Lennox,” Muirhead agreed.

      “I want you both to keep a close watch on him,” Ruthven said.

      “Why?” Tulloch spoke at last. He did not like Ruthven and did not intend to hide his feelings.

      “We suspect he may be a German spy,” Ruthven said, holding Tulloch’s gaze.

      Tulloch grunted. “I saw him fight with the Black Watch,” Tulloch said shortly. “He was brave as a lion and led his men well. Hardly the actions of a spy.”

      “He is too brave,” Ruthven countered. “The Germans should have killed a man with his reckless courage months ago. Yet Lennox soldiers on, unhurt.” Ruthven removed a cigarette from a silver case, delicately balanced it between his lips and replaced the case without offering it around. He lit the cigarette with a lighter and inhaled. “He has a record of befriending the men and then unsettling them and leaving a trail of casualties behind him.”

      “He did not unsettle the Black Watch,” Tulloch said.

      Ruthven exhaled a plume of smoke. “Watch him, write a report on his behaviour and actions, and give it to Colonel Kilner, who will send it to me.” He pushed himself off the desk. “That’s an order.”

      Tulloch lifted his chin. “Firstly, Ruthven, we don’t answer to you. Secondly, we don’t know what rank you are to give orders, and thirdly, we don’t spy on officers in the British Army, let alone officers in our own battalion.”

      Ruthven remained unmoved. “Firstly, if you don’t want to answer to me, then answer to Colonel Kilner. Secondly, I outrank everybody in this room. Thirdly, you may be saving lives by watching a man who could be a danger to national security. And fourthly, you’ll do as you are damned well told, Major Tulloch.”

      Tulloch recognised the cold menace in Ruthven’s voice.

      “I don’t like the situation any more than you do, Major Tulloch,” Kilner had been a mute observer. “But unfortunately, sometimes we must do unsavoury things. I expect written reports on Captain Lennox’s behaviour after each action in which he is involved.”

      Tulloch stiffened to attention. “Yes, sir,” he replied, avoiding looking at Ruthven to conceal his angry frustration.

      “That’s all serene, then,” Ruthven said and drew on his cigarette. “I’ll expect the first report after your attack on the Island.” He blew out more smoke and left by the same door he had entered.

      The room was silent for a few moments until Kilner spoke again.

      “You have your orders, gentlemen,” he said gently. “I don’t need to remind you to keep this between ourselves.”

      “No, sir,” Muirhead placed a warning hand on Tulloch’s arm. “No need at all.”

      Kilner nodded. “Go and prepare your men, Douglas. Neil, as second in command, you are left out of battle, and anyway, you haven’t fully recovered from your wound and captivity. The best of luck to us all on the Island.” He looked directly at Tulloch. “I am posting Captain Lennox to D Company, Douglas, so that you can keep an eye on him.”

      “Yes, sir,” Tulloch grated.

      “All right, gentlemen. Dismissed.” Kilner held Tulloch’s gaze for a fraction longer than necessary before returning to his administration work.

      “Fighting the Germans is bad enough,” Tulloch said as they left the cottage, “but spying on one’s own officers is beyond the pale.”

      “Ours not to reason why,” Muirhead said. “I entirely agree with you, Douglas, but orders is orders.” He shrugged. “Maybe Ruthven has a point. He knows his stuff, damn the man.”
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      THE ISLAND, NETHERLANDS

      AUTUMN 1944

      “Come on, lads! Let’s be having you!” CSM Drysdale’s stentorian tones echoed from the surrounding houses as he mustered D Company.

      “Where are we going, CSM?” Cattanach asked as the long convoy of trucks waited for the Lothians.

      “A village named Winkel,” Drysdale said. “And don’t ask me more because I don’t know.”

      Tulloch expected his men to greet the movement with grouses and complaints, and D Company did not disappoint him.

      “If I wanted to walk in the rain, I’d have become a bobby!”

      “Bugger this for a game of soldiers!”

      “Is there anybody else in this army except us? It’s always the bloody Lothians!”

      Amid the inevitable confusion, Captain Lennox joined D Company, with the Black Watch red hackle removed from his balmoral and the Lothians’ cap badge of unicorn and saltire pinned in its place.

      “Major Tulloch!” Lennox saluted with a smile on his face. “Captain Christie Lennox reporting for duty, sir!”

      “Good man, Lennox,” Tulloch said. “Take charge of Four Platoon. Sorry you’ve arrived at such a busy time, but it can’t be helped. Lieutenant Cowie has Five Platoon; you’ll meet him later.” Tulloch stepped back as CSM Drysdale ushered Five Platoon onto their trucks with shouts laced with invective and gallows humour.

      “Come on, lads! Let’s be having you! Don’t keep Adolf waiting!”

      “Where is Four Platoon, sir?” Lennox asked.

      “At the tail end of the convoy,” Tulloch said. “Come on, I’ll take you.” He led Lennox down the line of trucks, avoiding the harassed NCOs and swearing Jocks. “Here’s Lieutenant Stein. He’ll keep you right.”

      “Morning, sir,” Stein, red-faced and red-haired, saluted quickly, glancing at Lennox.

      “Morning, Stein. This gentleman is Captain Lennox, your new platoon commander. Look after him until he settles in.”

      “Yes, sir,” Stein said.

      All three officers looked up as an artillery battery fired a quarter of a mile away.

      “Nothing to do with us,” Tulloch decided. “Carry on, gentlemen!” He returned to the head of the column, leaving Stein to look after Lennox. “Let’s go, chaps!”

      The 5 th Seaforths were already at Winkel, with one company posted at the bank of the Afwaterings Canal, ensuring it was free of Germans, and the remainder garrisoning the village.

      “Tulloch,” Kilner said. “Send a platoon to reinforce A Company of the Seaforths. Take Lennox with you and make sure he’s settled in.”

      “Yes, sir,” Tulloch replied, happy to have an opportunity to see how Lennox acted under his command. “Come on, Lennox! It’s footslogging for your men.”

      With Four Platoon in single file on either side, Tulloch led in a carrier; Hood was driving, and Private Innes manned the Bren gun. The land was featureless, the atmosphere dull, and the men wary of a German attack. Tulloch watched Lennox as he strode in front of his platoon, Sten gun in hand, and his gaze constantly roving from side to side.

      Lennox looks like a good soldier, Tulloch thought. We’ll see what he’s like when we meet the enemy.

      The Afwaterings Canal’s thirty-yard width looked dangerously wide between high dykes, ninety yards apart. Lying on top of the dyke on the British side of the canal, Tulloch scanned the slate-grey water, with a half-submerged barge on the opposite side, and wondered how many Germans were watching him.

      “We can’t see what’s in the lee of their dyke,” Lennox said soberly. “The Germans could hide any number of men there, waiting for us to cross.”

      Tulloch agreed. The canal stretched nearly directly east to west, cold and dark and somehow sinister. A lone bird called, the sound echoing and melancholy.

      “There are only two ways we can see beyond the German dyke,” Lennox said. “Either from a high point well on our side of the canal, or if somebody crosses the water to have a look himself.”

      “Even from a high point on our side,” Tulloch pointed out, “an observer could not see the ground immediately behind the German dyke.”

      “Shall I go over and have a look, sir?” Lennox asked.

      “No,” Tulloch replied. “That would be suicide.” He killed his thought that a German spy could tell the enemy the details of the impending British attack. “We’ll have to work under the assumption that the enemy has men waiting behind the dyke, ready to repel us.”

      “Yes, sir,” Lennox said. “That would be wise.”

      Muirhead joined them, also peering across the canal through binoculars. “I have the Operational Order ready, gentlemen,” he said quietly. “When you’ve had a look at the terrain, we’ll discuss the part D Company has to play.”

      “We’ll have to make sure the Germans don’t line the top of their dyke,” Tulloch said. “If they do, they’ll massacre us as we cross the canal.”

      “We have that in hand,” Muirhead said. “We will actively discourage any Germans from inhabiting the dyke.” He grinned. “Don’t you worry, laddie, you are in good hands with Colonel Kilner and me.”

      “Laddie?” Tulloch queried the term.

      Muirhead laughed openly. “I thought that would get your attention,” he said.

      The Operational Order for Operation Guy Fawkes called for an intense artillery barrage on the German dyke, followed by the Seaforths and Lothians crossing the canal in small canvas boats.

      “Just the job,” McGill said. “As long as the gunners remember we are on the water.”

      “They will,” Tulloch reassured him. “Now let’s unsettle the Germans a little. We all saw the concentration camp at Vught. Remind the men what sort of enemy we are facing.” He watched Lennox’s reaction as he spoke.

      Lennox lit a cigarette with trembling fingers. “I know what they are like,” he said softly. “What do you have in mind, sir?”

      “Snipers,” Tulloch said. “We’ve had some good men at the new sniper school in Normandy. If the colonel agrees, I’d like to give them a chance to prove their new skills.”

      Lennox nodded. Tulloch noted he did not smile. “Good idea, sir.”

      Colonel Kilner was enthusiastic about the idea. “The Huns’ snipers have had things mostly their own way so far,” he said. “Let’s show them what the Lothians can do.”

      “Yes, sir,” Tulloch said. “May I use all the battalion snipers, sir? Not only D Company’s?”

      “Do that, Tulloch,” Kilner agreed. He pushed his balmoral to the back of his grey-haired head and lowered his voice. “You saw that vile concentration camp at Vught, Douglas. God knows how many of these camps there are.”

      “I agree, sir,” Tulloch said.

      “Shoot them flat, Douglas,” Kilner said. “Shoot the bastards flat.”

      Tulloch called together the battalion’s snipers, both the already trained men and the best shots.

      “We’ll be crossing the Afwaterings Canal soon,” Tulloch told them. “The more Germans we kill now, the less there will be to kill us later.”

      The snipers nodded. Some were serious-faced men in their mid or late twenties; others were youngsters who were still realising the reality of war.

      “Keep your heads down,” Tulloch advised. “Find yourselves a good position and keep Hitler on the hop.”

      Tulloch had included Private Vickers of Seventeen Section in his selection. He had noted Vickers in the fighting for Vught and marked him as a future candidate for Sniper School. Although untrained, Vickers was one of the best natural shots Tulloch had ever seen.

      Tulloch watched as the snipers scattered to their chosen nests and began to search for targets on the opposite side of the canal.

      “That’s a start,” McGill said as he heard the sharp crack of a sniper’s rifle.

      “That’s a start,” Tulloch agreed. He knew that if Vickers had fired, he had hit his target.

      “We have two obstacles between Groenwoud and us,” Muirhead told the officers. “The canal and the Drunensche Dyke. The Germans will try to hold both.” He grinned without humour. “We won’t let them.”

      Tulloch helped organise the battalion’s advance, ordering rafts and boats for the crossing and deciding who would act as ferrymen. He called up the engineers to supply the block-and-tackle equipment to lift the anti-tank guns over the dyke and onto the rafts, and assisted Muirhead in working out how to transport food and ammunition across the canal.

      “I’ll need rafts and boats for medical supplies and casualty clearance,” Dr Macquarie insisted.

      “One boat, two rafts,” Muirhead replied. “The boat for supplies and walking wounded, the rafts for stretcher cases.” Every refinement to the original plan created discussions and sometimes heated arguments until the officers reached a consensus.

      “That’s it, then,” Kilner said at last. “We go in with the Seaforths on the 4 th of November.”

      Tulloch nodded.

      “Where’s Lennox?” Kilner asked suddenly.

      “He’s with the snipers, sir,” Tulloch said.

      Kilner grunted. “Make sure he knows what’s happening, Tulloch.”

      “I will, sir,” Tulloch said.

      When Tulloch left the meeting, he searched for Lennox.

      “Mr Lennox is on the dyke, sir,” Lance Corporal Wright reported.

      “What the hell is he doing there?” Tulloch asked. Is he signalling to the enemy?

      “He’s shooting Germans, sir,” Wright said calmly.

      Tulloch strode along behind the shelter of the dyke until he found Lennox lying on top.

      “You’ll make yourself a target, Lennox,” Tulloch warned loudly.

      “Maybe, sir.” Lennox stood up in full view of the Germans, with his balmoral pulled over his forehead like one of the Jocks and a Lee-Enfield rifle balanced in the crook of his arm.

      “Come down before the Germans shoot you,” Tulloch ordered.

      Lennox ran down the side of the dyke. “I was making good practice, sir,” he said calmly. “I got two of them and winged a third.”

      “I need all my officers alive,” Tulloch rebuked him. “A dead officer is no good to anybody.”

      “Yes, sir,” Lennox replied without a trace of remorse. “When do we cross the canal?”

      “Tomorrow afternoon,” Tulloch said, and gave Lennox the details.

      “Good,” Lennox said, smiling easily, yet Tulloch saw no humour in his dark, troubled eyes.
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