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CHAPTER
ONE

THE FINGER CONTRACTED
on the trigger, definitely. There was no need for easy pull-off. A
flicker of electricity flashed down through nine circuits and
reached the firing tubes in nine breech-blocks. Nine 16-inch guns
in three triple turrets fired. The American flagship heeled, its
abrupt sideways displacement felt, not seen, in the black night
enveloping Auriga Strait.

The broadside was on
its way. It was of no further interest to anyone but the captain
and the gunnery-control officer high in his director-tower—and the
Japanese battleship at which it had been aimed.

The battle of the
titans had been in violent progress for more than an hour. The
Japanese admiral had almost had enough. Five-miles across the sea
from him the American battleship was reloading its reeking
guns.

The one-ton shell came
rumbling up the hydraulic hoist from the shell room far below the
waterline. The 100-ton gun drew back in recoil, like a crouching
animal, from the earlier broadside. There was a powered hiss of
compressed air forcing out burning debris from the cordite bag as
the breech swung open. The hydraulic rammer drove in the shell,
forced in more carefully behind it the quarter-ton of cordite in
its silken bag. The beautifully-machined breechblock slammed shut
behind cordite and shell, and the threads of the obturation pad
engaged the threads in the explosion chamber and the breech-block
turned and locked immovably into place.

The elevation-pointer
traversed its dial, the barrel, almost as long as a cricket pitch,
elevated from the loading-angle and its blackened muzzle grinned
across the sea. The electric trigger was squeezed again, the huge
breech recoiled, a force of hundreds of tons was transmitted
abruptly to the battleship’s decks, and into the night over the sea
was hurled the armour-capped projectile which a quarter of a minute
later was to explode and terminate the battle of Auriga Strait and
secure the Allied landing in the Philippines.

Even before the shell
landed the Japanese Admiral knew that he had failed. His intention,
sound enough, had been to get through the Strait and with his
Battle Fleet fall upon the armada of ships supplying the American
troops which had landed on Leyte. But his force had been contacted
and pin-pointed by superior American radar. The enemy Battle Fleet
had let him come up to them. Then, blocking the eastern mouth of
the Strait, the great ships had opened fire.

He stood on his
bridge, ears deafened by gun-blast, eyes seared by the flashes of
muzzles and exploding shells. The whole night was slashed with
fire; the long jetting flames from scorched muzzles and the
white-hot incandescence from tons of high-explosive bursting
against the sides and superstructures of his ships. Up into the
blackness rolled the ominous beat of continuous thunder.

He knew that even if
he forced his way through the Strait he had lost the vital element
of surprise; that his depleted force would be set upon by swarms of
American bombers and fighters. He had almost made up his mind to
order a withdrawal when the shell landed.

The one-ton shell had
left its barrel at a muzzle velocity of 2,900-feet per second. To
cross those miles of sea it had lifted high into the sky, and now
it came plunging down at the point of a high-pitched scream. The
rifling of the barrel up which it had thrust had imparted a
spinning to its huge body which kept it nose-first. That nose was
overlaid with a cap of specially hardened steel, and the base was
fitted with a fuse which in its elementals comprised a needle held
back by a strong spring behind a detonator.

The top of the
Japanese battleship’s turret directly beneath the bridge was
reinforced with a roof of armour fourteen-inches thick. A cruiser’s
256-lb. shell would have burst on it and damaged the paintwork. The
shell causing that intimate and crescendoing scream weighed nearly
ten times that; and its man-high body was plunging down with
frightful force.

The armoured cap
struck the top of the turret. It smashed through, the turret steel
momentarily melting under the enormous frictional heat. The initial
shock to its progress jolted the firing needle forward against the
restraint of its spring. The needle punched into the base of the
detonator, the detonator fired its fulminate of mercury in an
incandescent flash and the T.N.T. in the body of the shell was
instantly transformed into a disruptive giant which in a fractional
breath of time killed every man in the gun house and lifted the
steely roof.

The 32,000-tons of
ship shuddered. The dome of the sky rang to the explosion. A sheet
of red flame leaped up before the admiral’s eyes. The bridge was
hideously vociferous with the screams of white-hot splinters. He
staggered, caught himself, and then he gave his orders.

From scores of
American radar screens the word went up:

“Enemy altering course.” And then: “Enemy altering
away!”

On the bridges of
American battleships, on American cruisers, on an Australian
cruiser, and on the wind-swept bridge of an Australian destroyer
the report was repeated.

“Very good,” Commander Peter Bentley acknowledged formally
when he heard it. The words offered no measure of the grim
jubilation he felt. His hands were on the barrel of his
night-glasses, but he was not using them. The range was so close,
and the night formed such a vivid back-drop for the visible
indications of the action that his trained intelligence allowed him
to clearly visualise the whole picture.

H.M.A. Destroyer Wind Rode
was hanging back to eastward of the battling
giants, in company with her American consorts of like displacement
and purpose, but she was more than close enough for a grandstand
view. There were some burning ships in her area, but the more
numerous conflagrations studded the sea with vicious brightness in
the Japanese area.

You cease firing once
an enemy aircraft is passed, but the same principle of economising
on ammunition does not apply to turning battleships. The Japs were
still very much in range, and the American Fleet continued to reach
out for them, their hot guns choirs of flame and thunder.

The destroyer’s bridge
itself was quiet. There was too much to see, they were too busy
watching the spaced jets of flame from the battleships close by,
and then shifting their sight eagerly to the abruptly leaping gouts
of red to the westward, the palpable and rewarding results of that
fire. It was a violently dramatic scene, this flame-slashed night,
one appealing to the eyes more than the senses, and possibly
Bentley was the only man on the bridge who appreciated the fact
that they were witnessing one of the greatest naval actions in
history, and recognised the significance of its outcome.

He knew his
first-lieutenant, Bob Randall, was beside him on the grating round
the binnacle, and above the thumping roar of the broadsides he
heard his ejaculation:

“Look at that! Just look
at that!”

Bentley looked.

A Jap cruiser’s
magazine, he judged at first, or a battleship’s. The flame of the
explosion was a brief searing against his eyeballs, but long enough
for him to recognise its perfectly symmetrical, domed shape as
hundreds of tons of cordite changed its normal stability into a
gaseous giant flaring its signal of catastrophe against the black
night.

Then the initial
corona of eruption waned back, leaving a steadily burning and
red-edged ulcer eating at the night. Bentley shook his head slowly.
His next words showed that his awe had not subdued his professional
intelligence:

“I
hope it was a battleship.”

“Must’ve been,” Randall judged. “A cruiser would have blown to
pieces. But there’s a lot left there to burn.”

Bentley silently and dubiously disagreed. A battleship was
strong, but she held an enormous amount of cordite—enough to blow
the Hood apart.
It could have been her magazines, but he was more inclined to
believe her ready-use ammunition had gone up. She would carry
thousands of rounds of cordite along her upper-deck to feed
anti-aircraft and close-range weapons.

But the private
disagreement was superficial. What was significant was that
obviously she was finished as a fighting unit, at least in this
action. Other elements than cordite were burning aboard her, and
her turrets would be untenable in the scorching heat. He shifted
his eyes to the right, where a chain of eruptions, leaping and
vivid in the blackness, heralded the successful arrival of another
broadside.

“What’s the enemy doing?” he asked crisply. The reply came at
once:

“Still turning away, sir. Enemy course almost due
west.”

Randall waited a
moment, and when his captain did not comment further, he
growled:

“The
bastards are off, all right. Frankly, I don’t blame ’em. Pity,’’ he
added thoughtfully, “we didn’t have another force at the western
end of the Strait. Then we’d bottle ’em up very nicely.”

Bentley grinned in the
darkness.

“I’d
say the Admiral’s more than satisfied. It’ll be a hell of a long
time before that Fleet bothers him again.”

Randall was silent a
few seconds, his mind recognising the falling-off of the American
fire as the enemy ships withdrew out of range, and the fact that it
would not be worth the risk to follow them into the narrow
strictures of the Strait. Then he said:

“I’d
say he’s more relieved than satisfied.”

“Eh?”

“Oh,
sure he’s satisfied. But think of the risk he took. If he’d
misjudged the Jap’s intention, if he’d taken us through the north
instead of down here ... Brother! Before we could have got back the
invasion force would’ve been slaughtered. Yes,” he nodded to
himself, “I’d say he’s relieved. And how! The old boy gets a quid
or two more than me, but does he earn it! He can have his
responsibility, thank you very much.”

“What the hell would you know of responsibility?” Bentley
jibed at him—the action was plainly almost over, and their
relationship could return to its amiable and insulting normalcy.
“Oh, I forgot! You have to spend three-hours in twelve
awake.”

“I
notice you don’t bother to climb out of your bunk when I’m on
watch,” his friend sneered. “Of course, I can understand what a
relief it must be to have a taut hand looking after things while
you snore your ruddy great head off!”

“What makes you think I sleep?” Bentley grinned. Elation was
still coursing strongly through him; the Leyte landing was secured,
the war was that much nearer its longed-for end. “With Pilot, say,
on watch—yes. But you—you're just as likely to bulldoze your way
over a reef as go round it. I don’t need benzedrine when you’re
...” His voice rose sharply, a different tone altogether. “Starb’d
lookout! Keep your eyes on your job! D’you imagine all the enemy
are to the westward?”

“Aye, aye, sir!” the seaman at his binocular stand answered
hastily. He dragged his gaze away from the interest to port and
stared dutifully into the empty blackness to starb’d.

“See
what I mean?” Bentley jibed, his grin returning—that lookout would
have been more than human if he had not snatched frequent looks at
the fireworks. “Captain and first-lieutenant all in one. Ah well, I
can’t expect all my bridge team to be so perfectly on the ball.
Though I’d like it!”

Randall muttered
unprintably. Then he said, with apparent irrelevance:

“What d’you reckon?”

Bentley understood him
perfectly. They had been a long time together, so long and through
such unremitting danger that a measure almost of clairvoyance had
developed between their thoughts.

“I
reckon a hefty slice of this blasted war’s been hacked off
tonight,” Bentley answered quietly. The night now was still. It
held no offence to the ears. Only half a dozen distant fires
offered indication of the recent violence. Their radar kept them
easily in formation with the flotilla, and he felt like
talking. Wind Rode’s peashooters had not fired a shot in that struggle of giants,
but the strain had been there just the same. The Jap Fleet
might have broken
through. Now the danger was past, and they could relax.

He badly wanted a
smoke. Automatically he felt the packet in his shirt pocket, and as
automatically he dropped his hand. They could not assume, not at
all, that there were no enemy submarine skulking in the vastness to
eastward, drawn in by the sound and sight of battle. And eager for
the chance to sight an incautiously flaring match.

“I
don’t mean just the ships they’ve lost tonight,” he went on, and
Randall, likewise enjoying the sense of relaxation, listened
interestedly. “I’d say that Fleet has been badly battered—we’ll
know just how badly in the morning. What’s more important to my
mind is the discrepancy in potential between us and them. What the
Japs have lost here they can’t replace. At least, not in time for
it to be of any use. The Yanks, on the other hand ... What is it? A
Liberty ship every three-days, something fantastic like that? The
Yanks are building up all the time, the Japs are going downhill.
It’s three-years almost since they made their bid, and they must
have damn near used up all their stocks of material by now. And we
know they’re not getting any in. Even if the Germans could help
them, which they can’t, the Yanks have bottled up the home Islands.
No ...” he nodded his head in unconscious contradiction of the
word, “they’ve been hit hard tonight. Bloody hard, where it
hurts.”

Randall was silent. He
was thinking, consciously recognising the fact, that his own
estimate of the battle’s importance had been confined to wondering
just how many ships, and of what classes, had been sunk. His mental
make-up, and his comparatively junior position as first-lieutenant,
prevented him from projecting his assessment into the broader, more
distant fields where Bentley’s acute intelligence probed. But then,
he tried to excuse his remissness, his province was the upper-deck
and mess decks, the ship’s company’s leave. He did not have to
fight the ship. He was concerned with seamanship, not strategy. He
was the first-lieutenant, not the captain.

“I
imagine you’re right,” he muttered, knowing that Bentley usually
was. “As for mine,” in subconscious defence of his limitations,
“I’ll be satisfied with aircraft recco of just how many of the
mongrels have taken the deep dive.”

Bentley was looking
through his binoculars. He stared at the whitewashed tail of the
destroyer immediately ahead of them, and searched the dark horizon
to starb’d. Then he said, his glasses now on the dwindling fires on
the port quarter:

“You
might get a closer look. He’ll send out aircraft in the morning,
but he might also send along a few destroyers to finish off
anything that refuses to take the dive.” The glasses came down and
hung on their strap. “How about some kai?”

“Good idea,” agreed his deputy. “Bosun’s mate?”

 







CHAPTER
TWO

BENTLEY WAS RIGHT.

Randall had the
morning watch, as did all first-lieutenants in destroyers and
frigates—it was the main danger time—and as he read the signal
which Yeoman of Signals Ferris handed him he briefly acknowledged
his captain’s apparent omniscience.

It was not really
that; it was simply intelligent forecasting of reasonable
expectations. But Bentley, the captain, was as used to doing that
as he was to breathing—his life had for years been dependent on one
as much as the other.

Randall’s forecasting
on the other hand was confined to the problem of how to employ two
hundred men in a ship three hundred-feet long. In a ship as well
run and clean as this one the problem was formidable enough, and
with justification he left captainly responsibilities to the
officer required to discharge them.

Now,
having acknowledged and dismissed from his thoughts his captain’s
cleverness, his efficient but somewhat stolid mind was concerned
only with the implications of the signal originated by the admiral,
and repeated to Wind Rode
through the flotilla-leader.

It was a few minutes
to first light, the time when all good ships went to dawn
action-stations to foil the nasty intentions of eager submarines
and curious aircraft. The captain was awake, for Randall had
ten-minutes ago sent down the bosun’s mate to produce this
necessary state. The signal in his hand, he bent over the mouth of
the voice-pipe which ran down through the deck of the compass
platform and ended a foot or so above Bentley’s pillow.

It was too early in
the morning for camaraderie, jeering or otherwise, and in any case
his voice could be heard all over the bridge.

“Captain, sir?” Randall asked.

The reply came almost
at once, brisk but unalarmed. There was also in the captain’s
sea-cabin, as well as the bridge voice-pipe, a repeat of the action
alarm.

“Yes, Number One?”

“Orders from the Flag, sir. We’re to proceed in company with
three destroyers to search the area of the action for possible
damaged ships.”

There was no
“Told-you-so” in Bentley’s tone of reply—only a crisp professional
interest.

“Time of departure?”

“Five thirty, sir. Half an hour after dawn-action.”

“Very good. Hands to action now.”

“Aye, aye, sir.”

Randall gave the
orders and the bosun’s mate walked off piping the demand to a
sleepy and querulous crew. Randall leaned forward and took his
binoculars from where they hung round one of the soft-iron spheres
of the magnetic compass. It was still only faintly light, but a
white bow-wave might show, and he studied the full circle of the
horizon carefully.

Without appreciating
that Bentley’s correctness of diagnosis had stimulated him to
strategical thought, he nevertheless was thinking of the admiral’s
caution in retaining his full destroyer strength with him until
full light should reveal the need or otherwise of the four
destroyers’ company. There would almost certainly be no heavy units
still about, but there could very well be a pack of submarines
which would be expected to lay periscope eyes on this juicy
American mass with immense satisfaction.

Randall as he
searched, hearing the soft electronic whirring of the radar aerial
above his head, gave no thought at all to his usual morning-watch
preoccupation—the employment of the hands through the new day.
Stimulated into encompassing a wider field, if only mildly, his
thoughts were concerned with the functions of destroyers in an
ocean like the Pacific.

Last night they had
been virtually useless, held back in leash from the big ships’ line
of fire. But that was the last night. This morning found the
40,000-ton leviathans practically defenceless against a much more
subtle and powerful threat than the Japs’ 16-inch guns. A salvo of
torpedoes held in its warheads almost as much explosive as a
broadside of battleships’ shells, and that nasty lot could be
delivered, not against armoured turrets and superstructure, but
smack against a comparatively soft under-belly.

The admiral could
confidently fight off any threat to his passage which might come at
him from the surface of the sea or the air. But not all his
battleships and heavy cruisers were as valuable to him right now,
Randall’s musings ran on, as the screening flotilla of 2,000-ton
destroyers with their asdic and their depth-charges. It was an
oddly satisfying conclusion.

“All
well?” Bentley said behind him.

It was the captain’s
first appearance on deck in the new day, and you saluted and
answered formally on that occasion, friendship regardless.

“Nothing in sight sir. Fleet formation unchanged, in station
in the screen.” Then, formalities discharged; “Kai coming
up.”

“Good.” Bentley stared about him, rubbing his hands in the
cool dawn air. His ears heard the thud of running feet and the
clatter of ladder chains, but those were the sounds of almost every
morning for the past five-years. His eyes were on, first the
destroyer screen, noting their correct position as rear ship of the
left-hand leg of the V, and then training further astern to where
the mass of ships ploughed along behind them.

At first his unaided
eye could detect no signs of damage, but the lenses of his
binoculars brought sharply into focus burned blackness where there
should have been clean grey, and crumpled outlines instead of sharp
angles. One heavy cruiser had its after funnel leaning drunkenly
over the foretop deck, and the forrard turret of the third
battleship in line aimed its three barrels at an unnatural angle at
the lightening sky. The gunhouse into which the thick trunks of the
barrels disappeared was a distorted mess of blackened metal.

“Direct hit,” Bentley murmured, “lucky their flash-proof
arrangements worked.”

Randall nodded. They
were to one side of the battle-line, and they could see each big
ship clearly. He was thinking that the flash-proof arrangements in
the Jap battleship which he assumed had blown up, had not worked so
efficiently. There, the fiery blast of the direct hit must have
flashed straight down into the magazine fifty-feet below.

The reports were
coming in, and Bentley turned, giving them his attention. Main
armament, director, tubes closed-up; depth-charge crews, pom-pom,
Oerlikon guns, the plot, asdic control centres, fire and repair
parties.

Randall listened,
mentally checking off each position, then he said:

“Ship closed-up for action, sir.”

Bentley nodded
acknowledgement, and for the first time in his life the
first-lieutenant realised the actual needlessness of his report.
Bentley knew as well as he did the state of the ship’s
preparedness. And something else.

“Starb’d Oerlikons were slow in reporting, Number One. For the
second time. Shake ’em up, will you?”

Randall shook them up
with a few choice and concise words; too concerned with the
gun-crew’s slackness to ponder on the sharpness of Bentley’s
awareness.

If he had given the
matter any thought along those lines, he would have decided that
sure, the captain was on the ball, but damn it all he should be,
having just come from a warm bunk instead of a four-hour watch on a
windy bridge—and he had a team of bods to do all the work of
ship-handling and navigation and armament-checking. All night,
after the fall-out from the big action, the ship had been in
capable, captaincy hands. The Old Man had nothing to do but note
the slackness of an Oerlikon gun’s reporting.

Randall did not think
of these things. Not then.

The
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