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  JAMES
EDMOND MACDONNELL was born in 1917 in Mackay, Queensland and became
one of Australia’s most prolific writers. As a boy, he became
determined to go to sea and read every seafaring book he could
find. He served in the Royal Australian Navy for fourteen years,
joining at age 17, advancing through all lower deck ranks and
reaching the rank of commissioned gunnery officer. He began writing
books while still in active service.


  Macdonnell’s naval stories feature several recurring
characters—Captain “Dutchy” Holland, D.S.O., Captain Peter Bentley,
V.C., Captain Bruce Sainsbury, V.C., Jim Brady, and
Lieutenant-Commander Robert Randall.


  “Mr. Macdonnell displays a gift for vivid narrative that
might have made him an outstanding war correspondent if he had not
happened to be a sea officer.”


  (TIMES LITERARY SUPPLEMENT)




  Publisher’s Note


  



  The opening chapters of this story takes
place during Operation Rheinübung (18 May - 27 May 1941). Unusually for this author the plot is
centered around an ‘enemy’ crew rather than his usual characters,
although the story does directly tie in to the novel Sainsbury V.C., as
mentioned at the end of this novel:


  “At an
investiture at Buckingham Palace yesterday Commander Bruce Thornton
Sainsbury was awarded the Victoria Cross. Commander Sainsbury,
commanding officer of H.M.A.S. Scimitar, sank four U-boats in one
Atlantic patrol.”


  



  The last action of this novel is the same
convoy battle that ends Sainsbury
V.C.


On an historical note:
the torpedo problems experienced by the
crew of U-648 are based on actual issues the Germans had with their
Type G7e torpedoes early in the war, faulty triggers and depth
keeping mechanisms cost the Germans a lot of sinkings at a critical
time before the matter was resolved.




  CHAPTER
ONE


  
KAPITANLEUTNANT KURT JUNACK came awake to the smell of bacon.
He lay in a bunk with wooden sides high enough to stop his body
being jolted out. Above him the deckhead was curved; the steel
white and packed with lumps of cork to absorb humidity. Close to
his left shoulder was a wheel-valve. Above his feet was fitted a
repeat of the gyro-compass, beside it a depth-gauge.


  Junack
lingered a moment under the musty blankets. Simply to indulge, not
to orientate himself. His awareness had been complete the instant
his eyes had opened. Lying there, listening, he would have known
precisely what was happening even if he had not been the commander
of the U-boat, familiar with his own orders.


  
Significant things first. Information came to him in sections
of sound. The whirr of wires from the control-room indicated that
the periscope was being raised or lowered; the boat was at
periscope depth, thirty feet. The hiss from the ventilating shaft
and an occasional clatter told him the fans and pumps were working,
and that no destroyers or other anti-submarine ships were about. A
cheerful rattle from along the passage said breakfast.


  Even the
absence of sound held its meaning. No chatter from the
echo-sounder, therefore they were near no hostile coast, and in
water deep enough not to worry about. Though near the surface, the
boat was not porpoising, no undulating movement. The pumps were
being used economically. These things indicated competence. Junack
smiled faintly. Whatever else he thought of his first-lieutenant,
he had no quarrel with Korth’s professional standards.


  Then the
minor things. The brown cabin curtain was pulled back, as it always
was. Through the doorway he could see the wardroom clock
proclaiming seven forty-five. At the small table a man was sitting.
Not waiting for breakfast but working at a sheet of paper. Engineer
Lauchs, on his fuel supply no doubt. A man went past between the
doorways of cabin and wardroom, humming quietly to himself. That,
Junack thought as he pushed the blankets back, was perhaps the most
significant sound of all. A man hums, he is in a contented boat.
Junack’s feet met the deck and he stood up. Except for jacket and
shoes he was fully dressed.


  
With habitual quickness of movement he
laved his face in the wash basin. His body was short and squat,
powerful. As he came upright from the basin the mirror made its
comment on his face. Weather-hardened of course, that face, with
deep-set eyes and a solid width of hard jaw line. But more than
those physical notes to it. Junack’s face had an ingrained
assurance about its expression, a thoughtless confidence. It said
of him, quite plainly: I don’t simply
expect to be obeyed—I know I will be. He
had been at sea a long time.


  As he
combed his hair he heard quickened movement all about him. From the
wardroom itself, whose seats doubled as bunks, and from the passage
which was lined with bunks. He was aware of the reason for that
movement. He had given no orders that meals were to wait for him.
But they made a point of making sure they were all seated before he
came in so as not to disturb him where he sat at the head of the
table. That was good. More than discipline; respect.


  To help
them in their intention he did not cross the passage to the
wardroom but walked a few paces along it into the control-room.
First-lieutenant Korth was at the periscope. From his position to
one side of him Junack could see the pale sunlight reflecting down
and shining on to his eye-ball as he searched the sky and
sea.


  
Kapitanleutnant Junack glanced round the control-room. He
knew they had become more alert, but he was used to that effect of
his presence. His glance was casual, taking in the engine room
artificer by the control panel and the men at the big hydroplane
wheels, who had straightened from their previous slouch. His eyes
came back to Korth, taking his time on this particular search. Did
Korth also know he was in the control-room? Was the extra-careful
search the product of thoroughness, or was Korth deliberately
delaying the moment when he would have to acknowledge his
presence?


  His arms
hung over the bars, Korth turned the underwater eye away from
Junack. Thoughtfully, the commander inspected him from behind.
Tall, good-looking, blond—the typical Aryan of the Party’s
propaganda. Could it be his conforming physical attributes which
had made Korth accept the Party’s dogma heart and soul? God knows
he was heartless otherwise, Junack thought.


  Korth
stepped back. The E.R.A. moved a lever. Wires hissed over pulleys.
The brass barrel of the periscope greased down into the well in the
deck. Korth turned. He had last seen the captain less than two
hours earlier, when Junack had inspected the dawnlit area. But now
Korth said, courteously:


  “Good morning, Kapitan.”


  Junack
nodded. Like Korth, he had to say something. “All well?”


  “Yes. Three knots, periscope depth, boat in good trim. We are
on course, 315, nothing in sight, sea calm.”


  
Again Junack nodded. He knew all that.
Turning, he leaned over the chart-table and was faced by a
black-and-white picture of the area off Ushant. A pencil line ran
back towards Lorient, the U-boat base they had lately left. There
was a cross surrounded by a circle on the line denoting their
present position, and beyond the cross the line ran on towards the
western mouth of the English Channel. Slowly, watchfully,
U-648 was moving along
that course-line, heading for the funnel into which were channelled
British ships coming from all over the world.


  Idly,
Junack took up a pencil and tapped its end against the Atlantic
Ocean. First-lieutenant Korth, knew, of course, but he wanted him
in the ward-room when he told the others. There were only a few
minutes to go before Korth would be relieved by the forenoon watch.
Bent over the chart-able, thick legs straddled on the deck, Junack
stared at the chart and waited.


  Beside
the periscope well Korth was looking at his captain’s wide back. He
was in the control-room and there was no expression on the
first-lieutenant’s face. But his eyes, lidded almost closed, held a
sardonic gleam. Nothing in sight, he was thinking, and you’re in
the control-room. Cautious. The Father of Caution. How the hell you
got your reputation, command of a modern boat like this … The
E.R.A. coughed. Korth turned to the periscope, making his eyes
blank. Periscope watch every five minutes was the captain’s order.
Five minutes! At three knots the boat moved ahead only a few
hundred yards. Korth completed his search and was not surprised to
find it fruitless. When he stepped back and turned round the
captain had gone.


  Coming
into the control-room was a thin pale youth with weariness in his
eyes. He was a sub-lieutenant, the boat’s gunnery-officer. His back
to the other men, Korth allowed a sneer on his face.


  “Good morning, Moessmer,” he greeted in an unfriendly tone,
“what’s the matter with you?”


  “Nothing,” the youth answered defensively, “I’m on
time.”


  “You know better than to relieve me late. I was referring to
the rings round your eyes.”


  Moessmer
smiled placatingly. Korth saw the weakness in his face and his
Party discipline was revolted by it. His voice was low,
curt.


  “You are given time in Lorient so that you can rest. You
should go to bed alone, not with a French fräulein every night. You
had better keep your mind above your belt, Moessmer.”


  “I didn’t,” Moessmer said, “not every night …” His voice
died. It was apparent that he was frightened of Korth’s hard-face,
the cold look in his eyes. He wet his lips. “The course is the
same?” he asked, anxious to change the subject.


  Korth
was not deceived. “Yes,” he snapped, and gave all the details.
“Periscope watch every five minutes, remember.” In his emphasis it
did not occur to him that he was enjoining Moessmer to carry out a
routine at which a few minutes earlier he had scoffed. “You
understand?”


  “Yes, every five minutes.” Moessmer wished he would go. The
E.R.A. was glancing at them. Korth had no right to treat him like
this; at any time, let alone in front of the men. But he would
never dare tell him that. Korth was the first-lieutenant. And,
beyond that, the Party … Everyone in the boat knew his Nazi
affiliations. Korth made sure they did.


  Moessmer
glanced at his watch. It was almost five past eight. With relief he
turned to the periscope and signalled the E.R.A. A moment longer
Korth stayed there. He let his eyes train round the room, from the
E.R.A. to the helmsman in the corner. Only the E.R.A. could see
him, the others had their backs turned. But Korth knew that they
knew he was still there, and he was watching them. Satisfied, he
turned and walked to the wardroom.


  Junack
waited till he had got the bacon and tinned tomatoes safely inside
him. What he had to tell them was important. But in a U-boat, when
any minute could bring a destroyer or a convoy swimming into the
periscope lens, a filled belly was also important.


  While he
ate, Junack’s deep-set eyes flicked at the faces round the table.
Although the patrol had just commenced he had a known team with
him. But a U-boat commander, any commander for that matter, has
constantly to evaluate the instruments he has been given, as a
gambler studies the cards in his hand. For Junack this analytical
exercise was a pleasure, even though the results he arrived at were
not always so pleasant.


  Lauchs,
there, the engineer. Not thin, as one would expect, but almost
grossly fat; the reason in the way he ate, shovelling the stuff in
as if his life depended on getting another plateful from the galley
before the supply ran out. But a sound technician, one of the old
pre-war school like the captain himself. A most important member of
his team, tested and found staunch. A pity that he was affected by
Korth’s political background. Not frightened, exactly, as young
Moessmer was, but still influenced.


  But he
must not think about that Junack reminded himself. Because when he
dwelt on that unpleasant aspect he began to wonder if reports on
himself were sent back by Korth. And when he wondered that, he
found himself possessed by an itch to smash his fist into the blond
Aryan face.


  Without
much difficulty he switched his mind to Knolle, the torpedo-officer
sitting quietly beneath the repeat of the depth-gauge on the
bulkhead. Smart, viperish, Knolle was not at all scared of
Korth—politically or otherwise. In fact, Knolle was not scared of
anything or anyone. But then he was safe from the faintest
suspicion of disloyalty or lack of zeal. With all the strength of
his vicious nature he hated England and everything connected with
it, Junack did not know the reason, nor did he wish to know. He
knew Knolle had spent some time in England before the war, and
guessed the origin of his hatred was connected with that. Knolle
was especially clever, with torpedoes, and in action was as quiet
as he was now—as a snake is quiet before it strikes. For that
silent efficiency, Junack was thankful.


  
He put down his cup of coffee and noticed
Korth glancing sideways at him. Wondering when I’m going to tell
them, Junack thought. Though he did not want it, he poured himself
another cup of coffee to prolong Korth’s waiting. And was instantly
angry with himself. Korth was not that significant.
He had been given
command of this modern boat, he
had been selected for the experiment. By Donitz,
not Himmler … Leaving his coffee untasted, Junack
said:


  “Gentlemen, your attention a moment, please.”


  Although
issuing from such a wide chest, his voice was penetrating more than
deep. The faces turned and looked at him, interested, waiting. Only
Korth raised his cup, and drank. Despite himself, Junack indirectly
explained that lack of attention.


  “The first-lieutenant knows what we are here for, of course.
But the rest of you must be wondering about the new torpedoes, and
the secrecy attached to their arrival.”


  No one spoke. The air hissed softly down from the punkas and
from the control room came the hum of a pump as Moessmer corrected
the trim. Korth’s cup met its saucer with a small tap. Junack
leaned forward and crossed his forearms before him on the
table.


  “There was every reason for secrecy,” he told them. “We have
on board a full supply of the Pi 2 torpedo.” He looked down the
table. “Perhaps the torpedo officer has heard of them?”


  Knolle
was still hunched quietly in his corner. But his pinched face as he
stared back at Junack was alight. Junack felt a little shiver
feather up his back.


  “Yes, sir,” Knolle nodded. His voice was thin, it seemed to
needle into the interested silence. “I have heard of the Pi 2;
vaguely, but I had never seen one. Until yesterday that is, I
realise now.”


  “Now we have all seen them,” Junack smiled.
Engineer Lauch opened his fat mouth to speak but Junack forestalled
the question. “The Pi 2 is the latest development in torpedoes,” he
went on. “Until now all submarines—and that includes the
British—have used the contact pistol on the warhead. A torpedo had
to strike a target before it would explode. But we have something
much more efficient than that. Every torpedo in our bow and stern
tubes is fitted with the new magnetic pistol. Do you know what that
means? We do not have to worry about a faulty depth-setting. These
magnetic pistols will detonate the warhead immediately beneath a
ship’s keel and break its back. The advantages of this are twofold.
First, it is not required to score a direct hit; any torpedo moving
beneath a convoy will explode. Second, it explodes in the best
possible place—not against bilges or bow, but right under a ship’s belly. The
bottom drops out of her.” He leaned back. Lauchs got in
first.


  “But how, sir, what is the principle?”


  “Simply this. The magnetic pistol is acted upon by the target
ship’s own magnetic field.”


  “So,” the thin voice said, “a British ship destroys itself.
Perfect!”


  “That is so, yes,” Junack said, not looking at the vicious
face. “There is only one thing required of us—we have to find the
targets.”


  For the
first time Korth spoke. His voice was oily, sly almost.


  “There is just one point you have forgotten to mention,
sir.”


  Junack’s
tone was curt. “What is that?”


  “The fact, sir, that we owe this revolutionary development in
our offensive potential to the farsightedness of the Fuhrer. The
Fuhrer in his wisdom saw the new weapon’s possibilities, and the
Party applied its devotion and facilities to its development. As a
direct result, we now have the Pi 2. Heil Hitler!”


  
Automatically, Junack’s hand went out with the others. He had
become used to this straight-armed gesture replacing the
traditional salute. And he was used also to the fulsome delivery of
Party adherents. He saw the engineer’s rigid arm and tight face,
and what made his own mouth tight was the realisation that Korth
had succeeded in making him seem remiss in his loyalty. A fraction
before the others, he lowered his arm.


  “Of course,” he said, trying to keep the
anger from his voice. Let Korth prance and prattle, he was
thinking, I have
to keep them efficiently together to use these things. “But the
important thing is that we have the torpedoes and we have to use
them. We are the first U-boat to be fitted with the Pi 2s …
Perhaps,” glancing sardonically at Korth, “we have the Party to
thank for that too?”


  He could
not help the thrust. But Korth took no offence. He answered it with
his head up and a superior smile on his face.


  “Certainly, sir. The Party knows that it is well represented
in this boat.”


  That was
too much, even if Knolle in his corner had not
snickered.


  “Enough!” Junack rasped. “This is a technical, not a political
discussion. We are here to despatch torpedoes, not propaganda.
Remember that, first-lieutenant!”


  The hard
jaw thrust out at Korth. The first-lieutenant veiled his eyes.
“Yes, sir,” he said respectfully, “I was merely trying to point
…”


  
The whang
of the alarm thudded across his voice. The table
shook as they leaped up. Through the nervy meshing of his brain
Junack was glad that politics were finished; and instantly angry
that he was glad. But by the time he had run the few steps to the
control room his thoughts were wholly professional. He eyed
Moessmer alertly, his calmness compelling the youth to
calm.


  “Well?”


  “Ship in sight, sir, on the port bow. She seems to be
zig-zagging.”


  Junack
was already at the periscope. The lens was barely above the
surface. Every few seconds a small wave slapped over it. But the
glass cleared swiftly. He saw that the ship was small, about three
thousand tons. His mind relaxed from its taut attention. In
accordance with his practice of keeping them informed he began his
commentary:


  “Target a steamship bearing Red three-five, range two miles.
Don’t set those figures. She is too small for us.”


  He knew
they would be disappointed, especially Knolle. The torpedo-officer
would sink a rowing boat if it were British. But Junack was
determined to use his new torpedoes, and thus reveal his presence,
only on a juicy target. The lens swam clear and he saw she was
turning away. Zig-zagging. That meant nothing. All ships would
steam like that in this area. Slowly he swung the periscope. She
might have friends.


  His feet
dragged round the deck near the well coaming as he turned the
handlebars. Nothing. He was about to step back and clamp the bars
up when an alien dot appeared in the lens. They saw alertness tense
his bent-over body.


  “Aircraft,” he said, “flying low over the target’s stern.
Circling now, close overhead.”


  An air
escort! Surely that meant the ship was important, carrying troops
or ammunition. Almost at once his experience denied that
assumption. Troops or ammunition would not sail unescorted. And she
was too small for either cargo. The aircraft must be a normal
patrol which had sighted the ship. Perhaps it was exchanging
information on U-boats. In the next second the aircraft proved him
right. He saw her wheel lazily from the ship and come winging
towards him.


  “Aircraft is on patrol,” he said, “now coming towards.” He
stepped back and the periscope greased down. “Take her down, one
hundred feet. Steer three-double-oh.”


  They
were at action stations. Korth took her down, and angled her south
of the ship’s line of advance. Five minutes passed. The
control-room was silent, but not tense. There was a peculiar odour
in the compartment—sweat, acid, stale air; the U-boat smell. No one
noticed it. The boat moved on smoothly, quite steady. Korth broke
the silence.


  “The aircraft has missed us, sir.”


  “Yes.” Even at slow speed the aircraft could be almost twenty
miles clear by now.


  “You will not attack?”


  Junack’s
expression did not change. Korth’s tone was respectful. He had
asked a normal first-lieutenant’s question.


  “No. What we have will not be wasted.”


  From his
tiny compartment to one side of the room the hydrophone operator
spoke.


  “Hydrophone effect bearing Green four-oh, sir. About ten
knots, moving away.”


  Junack
lifted one hand in acknowledgement. That was the merchantman, she
had crossed their bows. This is a good time to tell them, he
thought; just in case they are wondering why even three thousand
tons was allowed free. He cleared his throat.


  “Pay attention.” Heads turned from gauges, from the hydroplane
dials and the gyro compass. “Pass what I have to say on to your
comrades. You all know we loaded a new outfit of torpedoes in
Lorient. We are out here now on a special mission. Those torpedoes
are fitted with magnetic firing pistols. They explode beneath a
ship’s keel. The target’s own magnetic influence triggers the
warheads. The torpedoes were highly successful in practice tests.
But this is the first time they will be used in combat and such
important weapons must be used only against worthwhile targets. So
you tigers can sheathe your claws—for the moment.”


  The men
grinned at each other. He had been with them a long time. His
tigers he always called them. Not without justice. Close on a
hundred thousand sunken tons of justification. A fine bunch, he
thought now. Completely loyal—to him, not the Party.


  “Fall-out action stations,” he ordered.


  Coxswain
Godt had been at the forward hydroplane, her most important
controlling device in action. He was the senior man of the crew. On
impulse Junack called him over.


  “Yes, sir?”


  Junack
was looking into a tough face, in its way as assured as his own.
Not blond, but dark-haired, as dark as a Frenchman or Italian. Yet
Godt had been born in Hamburg, his father had been in a
battle-cruiser at Jutland. As German as the Unter den Linden. As
Korth, trusted representative of the Party …


  Junack
put a rein on his thoughts. He must stop thinking this way.
Politics had no part in a U-boat hunting through hostile territory.
But they would if he didn’t put a stop to this nonsense which
seemed to be so large a part of his thoughts lately. Godt was
waiting, respectfully curious. Junack smiled. Godt had been with
him from the beginning, even before that. Solid, one of the old
Navy; trained to discipline and Service loyalty, not affected by
this propaganda claptrap which lately had …


  “Well, Godt,” he said, still smiling. He actually had nothing
to say to the coxswain. He understood now his impulse in calling
him over had been politically inspired. Had Korth’s claptrap
rhetoric so affected him that he needed reassurance of the solidity
of men like Godt? Now Junack was smiling at himself. But the
coxswain was still waiting.


  “We have waited a long time for something like this, eh? Every
time we fire—a hit.”


  “Yes, sir,” Godt said. His answering smile was dutiful. Junack
looked at him curiously.


  “You are not impressed with our new weapons?”


  Godt
hesitated. But they had been together a long time, and the
captain’s attitude was informal. “Not yet, sir. I have heard before
of these secret weapons.”


  If only
Korth could have heard that, Junack exulted, No Party man, this
one! But he spoke soberly.


  “This time is different, Godt, I assure you. There is no doubt
whatever of their efficiency.”


  “Yes, sir.” Junack was pleased to see the sudden interest in
Godt’s face. “I want you …” he went on, then paused. What if Godt
were right? If the magnetic pistols failed? Junack crushed that
thought with another. He had the new torpedoes and he had to have
complete faith in them. A submarine was a peculiar instrument. Any
flaw in a commander’s belief would be noticed, and enlarged by the
time it had become common property.


  “I want you personally to pass on what I have said to the
men,” he continued definitely. “Tell them about the torpedoes, and
tell them of my complete faith in them.”


  Faith
… In the Party, like Korth? Like hell, he thought savagely. His
faith was solidly founded in German engineering genius.


  “Yes, sir,” Godt said. He had seen nothing of Junack’s
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