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Lieutenant-Commander James Brady is no polished aristocrat of the sea. Rising from the lower deck through grit, courage, and sheer determination, Brady commands the destroyer Circe with an iron will and a razor-sharp instinct for survival. But when a devastating enemy air attack obliterates a sister ship before his eyes, Brady is thrust into a desperate mission behind enemy lines—one that could cripple a hidden Japanese airbase or doom every man under his command.

As shells thunder, aircraft scream from the clouds, and loyalties are tested in the heat of battle, Brady and his men must confront not only the enemy, but the fear, ambition, and class tensions simmering within their own ranks. Packed with explosive naval action, unforgettable characters, and authentic wartime detail drawn from the author’s own naval experience, Commander Brady is a gripping tale of courage under fire and leadership forged in the crucible of war.
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CHAPTER ONE

SHE WAS VERY long, and low. But there was a chunkiness about her, an impression of powerful solidity. She was instinct with purpose—purpose right down her lean length, from the high, sharp bow to the much lower stern. Her stern, looked at from ahead, rose from a knife-edge at the water’s touch in a graceful and perfectly symmetrical flare to meet her upper-deck guard-rails; her stern was rounded, and sloped aft a little from the edge of the quarterdeck down to meet the water: a business-like stern, solid, one of the strongest parts of her, built to withstand the whirling thrust of the huge screws, and to support, rivetted to her under-belly, the brackets in which the driving shafts spun.

Every inch of her was offensive. She was designed for one simple function—to carry explosive destruction at extremely fast speeds to other floating companies of men, no matter what the size of the ship which held them. She was a destroyer. Her name was Circe.

The flat, polished China Sea, gleaming like bronze under the cloud-filtered rays of the afternoon sun, came steadily on to meet Circe’s sharp stern, parted, and shone suddenly white, and slid with casual indifference out again from under her stern. For a mile or so back the road of the destroyer’s passage marked the face of the sea; then the vast breathing swell smoothed out this insignificant scar, and the empty sea stretched far back to the even weld of sky and water.

A seaman in overalls stepped carefully, with appreciation for his shins, over the foot-high coaming leading from the foc’s’le messdeck, a bucket of dirty scrubbing water in his right hand. He stood a moment on the steel upper-deck near the port seaboat, breathing appreciatively. The sweat glistened in globules on his brown face. He looked up at the brown haze streaming flat from the funnel-lip, noted it was carried over his head, and walked to the nearby guard-rail. He swung the solid, heavy bucket up and pitched its contents into the sea. For a moment he watched, idly, the brown stain drifting down the ship’s side, tossed and shredded by the toppling bow-wave—there was nothing else on all that sea to look at. Then he blew his nose over the side, wiped it with his bare brown fore-arm, and, whistling monotonously, stepped back into the humid half-light whence he’d come.

Further forrard, and above the first seaman, up where the steel ladder mounted the break of the foc’s’le, another seaman sat in the middle of a large canvas-covered carley float, poised on its latticed launching platform directly below the bridge. He was smoking; or, rather, had a lighted cigarette in his mouth, its ash half an inch long. He, too, had little interest in the bronze sea about him or the hot, cloud-piled sky above him; he was bent forward, his fingers twisting and forcing nimbly, splicing new hand-lines on to the outer edge of the life-saving carley float. Now and again he removed his cigarette and spat out the accumulated spittle. Invariably, before he spat, he looked up at the bridge above him—partly through a respectful delicacy, partly because the captain did not like spitting in his ship, although no man had been actually punished for it. And invariably, before he resumed work after spitting, he glanced casually astern, to where Circe’s consort destroyer, Searcher, parted with her identical stern the milky whiteness of her leader’s wake—just to check the bastard was still there.

A few feet above the diligent splicer a young commissioned-gunner paced the bridge and stared dutifully out across the sea each time he made his turn. Though he would never admit it, not even to his own consciousness, the gunner was quite happy about the cloudy sky. The sun was hidden, and he was not yet proficient in taking navigational sights. There were several things in which he felt quite completely competent—he could steer the ship better than the man now at the wheel (having got his commission from the lower-deck), and he was as thoroughly familiar with Circe’s complicated system of gunnery-control as he was with the mirrored reflection of his own cheerful, long-nosed face.

He stopped his walk behind the binnacle, pulling at his nose, and climbed leisurely on to the scrubbed wooden grating surrounding it—leisurely, because the gunner had to prove to the bosun’s mate and the signalman and the torpedoman on the depth charge release levers that he was quite comfortable in his job of officer of the watch. He was, this afternoon. On all sides the horizon wheeled round the ship in an uninterrupted circle; there was little he had to do but watch the course, see the signalman missed no signals from the destroyer astern (a job the signalman could with perfect safety be trusted to do), and mark on the white chart with a black cross every half-hour the ship’s estimated position by dead reckoning.

The gunner noted that the helmsman was dead on course, waited a moment to see it was not accidental, then walked to the fore windbreak. He leaned his arms on the grey-painted copper, arching his back luxuriously, and staring dreamily at the hypnotic effect of calm, gleaming sea coming steadily on to meet the ship’s stern. Then he straightened his negligent posture abruptly, and stood erect, his hands clasped behind his back, his legs straddled to meet Circe’s slight roll. He was on the bridge.

“Mr. Seymour, sir?”

The gunner started self-consciously, briefly aware that had the visitor to the bridge arrived five seconds earlier he would have caught him lounging. He turned, and smiled.

“Yes, chief gunner’s mate?”

The gunner’s voice was friendly, though with a snap in it. He might not be able to work out his gun-sights in less than half an hour, but he had come up through a tough school—and in the gunnery branch, if you got promotion, it followed naturally that your power of command was sure and seasoned. The gunner’s was.

He had had only one clash with the wizen-faced man fronting him, his chief gunner’s mate and the second senior man on the lower-deck. The day the gunner had joined the ship, brand-new in officer-experience and in his gold-ringed uniform, Chief-Petty Officer Hutchens had met him and called him “Neil” on the upper-deck. Hutchens had kept his voice low, of course—he was a staid hand, and knew his position. He had also, years before, shipped with the gunner as a petty-officer. The gunner’s reaction was immediate.

“Chief Petty-Officer Hutchens,” he had said, his voice edging on nasty. It was enough. Before he could go on and administer the rebuke, the gunner’s mate had answered: “Sorry, sir.” After that, even in the privacy of the gunner’s cabin, Hutchens had never made the same mistake. The gunner’s mate stepped up on to the grating beside his officer—his rank and experience entitled him to that little familiarity.

“I’m all set to do magazine rounds, sir.”

His voice was husky and pleasant; also with an unconscious touch of abruptness. You get that way when you’ve drilled a hundred gun-crews.

The gunner made a little gesture at the bridge around him. The movement before this lower-deck man had something of pride in it—though he would never have admitted that, either.

“Okay, sir,” returned Hutchens. “I’ll whip round myself.” He smiled, and turned to go.

“Er, chief ...”

Hutchens stopped, looking back over his shoulder. “Yes, sir?”

“We’ll do rounds after I come off watch.” The gunner was about to go on, to say something about some particular item he wanted to check in the magazines to justify his decision. The consciousness of this made his final remark almost harsh. “That’s all.”

Hutchens nodded. “Aye, aye, sir,” he replied. His face was non-committal. He turned again and made for the bridge ladder.

For several minutes after he had gone, the gunner stared out over Circe’s gently swooping bow. He knew he had done the right, regulation thing—it was clearly his duty to personally inspect magazines every day. He wondered—though not worried—whether he had given his voice the right intonation. He wanted the gunner’s mate to believe that he would do rounds himself because it was his duty; not because he felt too insecure in his comparatively novel position to delegate the duty. He had decided that he had handled the insignificant exchange well enough, when he thought he heard a sound.

He looked at once up to the sky, his eyes ranging over the piled, sullen masses with practised stares, efficiently quartering the whole area ahead and above him. Then he looked quickly though casually round the bridge. The signalman was lounging on the port wind-break, his eyes fixed in a dutiful stare on the ship astern. The bosun’s mate was writing in the log, his khaki-clad rear stuck negligently out from inside the chart-table. The torpedo-man on the depth charge release levers was looking at the gunner; he turned his eyes self-consciously away.

Seymour faced ahead again, and, more casually this time, again searched the sky. Nothing. He listened carefully, but the sound, if there had been one, had gone. Smiling a little he stepped round behind the binnacle and checked the course.

The sharp buzzing from the captain’s voice-pipe in front of him made him start. He crossed quickly to the pipe and lifted its cover.

“Bridge, sir. Officer of the watch.”

Lieutenant-Commander Brady’s voice was calculatedly negligent—he had been a gunner himself.

“All well, Guns?” He deliberately added the title, remembering the sweet hidden thrill it had given him when he had joined his first ship after gaining his own commission. The term was so definite—even a civilian knew at once that you were the man who dealt with the ship’s main weapons. And although the first-lieutenant was in actuality the gunnery-officer, he was Number One, or just One, or Jimmy. So you were Guns, the real expert on the subject in the ship. Unless, that is, your captain had been a gunner before you.

Seymour tried to speak not too hastily.

“Yes, sir,” he answered, bending low over the mouth of the pipe which reached, an extended throat, down to Brady’s sea-cabin. “On-course, nothing in sight.”

“Very well,” Brady answered. “I’m getting my head down for a bit. Usual calls.” He paused, and went on. “Get the sun down if it shows at all.” The cabin end-cover of the pipe snapped into place.

“Yes, sir,” said the gunner, and replaced his own cover carefully. He straightened, and looked up at the sky. There was no sign of blue amongst the universal white. Whistling soundlessly, habitually rubbing his forefinger and thumb together, Seymour took his station behind the compass.

In olden days, the loftiest part of a ship’s hull was right aft, in the form of a windowed, elaborately-carved elevation called the poop. From there the ship was conned, and on the poop-deck was raised in sacrosanct isolation the crucifix which was required to be saluted every time on approach. Destroyer Circe had part of her deck well raised above the general level, but it was right forrard, forming the spearhead of her javelin-like body. Highest right in the eyes of the ship – where the bullring through which her forward mooring wires were strung gaped like a Cyclopean eye – the foc’s’le deck sloped a little as it ran aft. In heavy seas, or moderate seas if she was at high speed, this forward part of the foc’s’le was almost constantly under water, the waves rearing up and falling in liquid green avalanches upon her rivetted steel plates; breaking on the cables and capstan, and cascading in briefly raging cataracts down till they met the three-foot high breakwater directly in front of A-gun. Here the water, baulked, split and ran to port or starb’d, returning to its parent body in rivulets of white lace through the scuppers or straight over the side.

Losing its slope behind the breakwater, abreast A-gun, the foc’s’le extended stern wards for about a third of the ship’s 348 ft. length, then fell abruptly to the destroyer’s main deck, or, as designated in ship’s orders, the “iron-deck”. This point, where the foc’s’le broke, was the pivoting point of the ship, about which she turned, whether swinging under her screws with no forward way on, or wiping her nose round the horizon at thirty knots.

The iron-deck reached right aft, level along its deck-edge, and slightly convex to run water off, until, just forward of X-gun, a thin flat brass strip bolted across the deck marked the line where manual labour and unquestioning obedience ended and intellectual effort and supreme authority began—the quarterdeck.

Around the break of the foc’s’le was clustered the main purpose of the ship. Within a radius of some fifty feet squatted the two forward gun-mountings, heavy, armoured, their twin camouflaged guns stretching from the blank gun-shields like rigid pythons. Each gun weighed three and a half tons; they could hurl a 4-pound armour-piercing high-velocity shell twelve miles at over 2000 ft. per second. Heavy, power-rammed, with a bore of 4.7 inches, they were the most powerful guns a destroyer had ever mounted; their crews were immensely, and secretly, proud of them—to the forty-eight men who manned the six of them they were what the long-bow was to the archer, the long-rifle to the frontiersman; the guns were their life, and they polished and burnished and greased them with appropriate fanaticism.

B-gun was mounted above and a little behind her ugly sister; to protect the lower mounting from muzzle-blast a long, sloping shield reached out from B-deck and shadowed the crew of A-gun, a rivetted steel umbrella for thunder and lightning.

Almost in line with the break of the foc’s’le, perhaps a foot or two ahead of it, reared up, straight-sided, the bridge. It was brought to a rounded point in front, more for utility of design than to counter wind resistance. From its elevation the captain could look clear over the whole ship.

Abaft the bridge, stepped back one behind the other, a few feet apart, were three structures indispensable to Circe’s purposes and functions. First, the main gunnery-control director, a squat cylinder of armoured steel; where it swung, the guns followed—the director the master, the turrets its slaves. Above the director-tower reached upwards in steely strength the foremast. It was buttressed from about a third of its length from the top by two thick steel legs, heavy metallic braces. The whole tripod was raked backwards towards the stern, the better to meet the downward plunge of Circe’s nose; braced against the fierce forward thrust of her engines.

The mast carried her signal halliards, about a dozen of them, long thin flexible ropes—now, with the situation quiet, caught and dragged in neatly round cleats on the signal-deck behind the bridge. The mast carried also the appreciative strands of copper running down to the stumpy mainmast almost on the quarterdeck. Her wireless equipment was immensely powerful. But the mast’s main offensive function was to carry her radar aerials. The premier gunnery radar set was mounted on top of the director—those on her mast could navigate her through dense fog as accurately as her captain could on a sunny day, and could echo from an aircraft miles distant.

Back of the mast came her one funnel, also raked aft, a capacious mouth to exhale the fiery breath from her twin furnaces.

Further aft from the funnel, and just before the torpedo tubes, were the wide open mouths of the engine-room blowers which sucked cold air down to her hot iron throat, and kept the oil-fed flames safely at their fierce work inside the furnaces.

The area abaft the engine-room blowers, between them and the quarterdeck, was called the torpedo-space. “Space” was a euphemistic, not mensurational, term. Circe mounted ten torpedo-tubes, each grey cylinder twenty-one inches in diameter, inside. They were arranged in twin sets of five; five tubes side by side took up all the width of her narrow-gutted waist, apart from the pathway on either side, out near the guard-rails. When the sets of tubes were trained outboard, as they were in action, they reached almost clear from port to starb’d. Each torpedo was fitted with engines which drove the deadly weapon at thirty-five knots for almost ten miles; hydrostatic valves to keep it at the depth of any enemy’s soft under-belly; gyroscopes to keep it heading, regardless of current or wave, in the right direction; and a warhead which, on the impact of its firing-propeller with a ship’s hull, would instantly explode its 500 lb. of Torpex.

The quarterdeck, though housing, in wardroom and cabin, the genteel twentieth of the 200 men she carried, was (like most of her gentility) ruggedly built and wholly practical. Here crouched the enormous mine-sweeping winch, its great reels clasped by strand after strand of wire so immensely strong for its size you could hardly bend it: splicing it was a nightmare. Above the winch, firmly bolted to the steel-sided quartermaster’s lobby, its rear looking down on the wardroom hatch, its barrels grinning over the quarterdeck, stood X-gun, the stern-most of Circe’s big teeth. Spaced at workable intervals round the quarterdeck  – plenty of room was needed to reload them in heavy weather  – were the depth charge throwers and rails. The throwers shot their 300 lb., amatol-packed canisters out about a hundred feet on either side; the rails simply dropped charges straight down into her wake over the stern. So then you had a triangular pattern of disruptive violence dropping down on a submerged submarine, nicely enclosing him. In addition to this later encompassing effect, the charges were set to explode in another watery dimension – above and below him, simultaneously.

Many more guns, complementary claws to her teeth, were scattered at strategic points along her length – multi-barrelled pom-poms, fast-firing Oerlikons, and machine guns.

Around the lot of all this, separating devils from the deep blue sea, reached a fence of three guard-rails, made of flexible steel-wire, stanchions painted grey, rails black.

The fence was of proven value—at times, her decks slippery with running water, she could lean as swiftly as a bending tree in a high wind. Even so, if a man was flung towards the ship’s side on his belly, he could still go over—through the interstices.

All in all, Circe was a remarkable as well as a powerful weapon. With torpedoes she could sink a battleship twenty times her weight; with her six big guns she could take on a light-cruiser, or aircraft, or bombard shore positions; with her omniscient asdic and depth charges she could kill quickly a submarine. Surface, air, sub-surface. And nothing on or beneath the ocean could catch her.

It was not unusual that Circe’s search-radar was not operating at ten minutes past three this cloudy, steaming afternoon. Radar-sets, even more than the rest of the machinery she carried crammed scientifically into her innards, had to be serviced. It was not unusual that the search radar-set of her consort astern was temporarily out of action, through a burnt-out cathode-ray tube. What was unusual, in the tightly-regulated Service to which both ships belonged, was that the ship steaming peacefully behind her, had not apprised Commander Brady, senior officer of the little force, of the fact. But then both ships were manned by men; and efficiency of any machinery no matter how proven and modified through experience, depends, in the final analysis, on the training and efficiency of the men who work it.

The young gunner glanced, for the twentieth time, at his watch. He looked astern – everything normal there – noted the compass-course, swept the empty horizon with one long stare, looked at his watch again and stepped down from the grating, heading for the canvas-covered chart-table.

Halfway across, he halted, abruptly. His mouth stayed open, as if, through the larger orifice, he could breathe more quietly. Subconsciously he noted that the signalman, rubbing at the rusted support of the port signal-lamp with a piece of emery paper, had also stopped. Instinctively, for it was the controlling position, Seymour jumped back to the grating, behind the binnacle and beside the never-closed mouth of the wheelhouse voice-pipe. He glared skyward, his eyes darting with almost desperate intensity round a spot high over Circe’s starb’d bow; his vision was rivetted to that area by the sound received by his ears—a distinct, though filtered, drone.

The gunner brought his binoculars up, but before they reached his eyes he remembered something. He took two quick steps across the grating and pressed the buzzer beside the captain’s voice-pipe. As he did so, bent forward, his eyes still on the sounding clouds, he saw a bat-winged shape emerge, as though spat from the pure white of their cover.

He pressed the buzzer again.

“What’s the bearing? Quick man!”

Brady was halfway across the destroyer’s bridge, the ladder still shaking behind him, before Seymour had pulled his eyes from his binoculars.

“Damnit, man! What’s the bearing?”

“Green two-oh, sir,” the gunner snapped. He barely concealed the irritation in his voice; the bridge was listening. “Angle of sight four-five.”

“H’mm,” the captain grunted. He reached across the binnacle, grabbed his binoculars and stared skyward through the big lenses. He stood still, his eyes wrinkled at the corners, squinted in concentration.

He stared a moment longer, then said, curtly:

“Sound action.”

“Sound action, sir,” repeated the gunner. He crossed swiftly round the captain, swaying to the easy driving of the ship, and found the alarm gong with his thumb, his eyes on the remote black shape high up off the starb’d bow.

“Ship should have been closed up by …” Brady started. His voice was drowned by the strident clangour of the alarm—long, persistent, beating sound which shrilled imperatively through the ship.

For a moment captain and gunner stared at each other. Brady made an impatient pucker with his mouth, and bent to the engine-room voice-pipe.

“Full ahead together,” he said deliberately. “And quick with it.”

“Full ahead together, sir.”

The helmsman’s voice, rising from the wheelhouse voice-pipe like a disembodied being, was nonchalant, unexcited. It was followed by the brassy clang of the engine-room telegraphs.

“Both engines full ahead, sir.”

Brady did not answer. He was watching the aircraft steadily, his head slowly turning as the bearing changed. Then he took a quick glance astern, to where the other destroyer was cutting into their wake, thrusting to gain the speeds ordered by the two fluttering flags the signalman had jammed into their sockets on the port side of the bridge. Subconsciously, the commander heard the thump and clatter of running feet, on the deck below him, on the bridge and gunnery-director ladders behind him.

Standing behind the binnacle, now and again watching the compass-course, Seymour eyed his captain covertly. His cheerful face was serious. The tone of Brady’s reproof still rankled, even though he appreciated the justification for it. The gunner knew, now, that he should have acted decisively on his own initiative—had the order for full speed passed to the engine-room before the captain had made the bridge, quick though he was. He felt, also, another feeling. Brady, lean-faced, almost cadaverous with his jutting nose and stump of a jaw, had, by simply coming on the bridge, taken on his shoulders the whole responsibility for the coming action.

The gunner turned as he felt a step on the raised wooden grating round the binnacle.

“What is it, Guns?” Baker, the first-lieutenant, asked.

“Jap aircraft, Number One,” the gunner replied, and his finger and thumb rubbed together. “Dive-bomber, by the look of him.”

“It is a dive-bomber, Number One,” Brady snapped from the side of the bridge. “And the ship’s not closed-up yet!”

“I’ll check now, sir,” answered the first-lieutenant crisply. Lowly, he said to the gunner.

“What’s the position, Guns?”

“Well, I … Actually, there’s been no reports yet.”

“All right, boy. I’ll take her.”

The gunner breathed deeply.

“Okay to get down to the T.S.?”

The first-lieutenant gave him a quick grin.

“Fast as you like, Guns. Let’s get this bloke, eh?”

Then he jumped off the grating, and lifted the cover of the voice-pipe which ran to the gunnery control directory above their heads. His voice was curt, assured.

“Director? This is bridge. Closed-up yet?” He paused, ear to the voice-pipe, his head twisted so that he could watch the dive-bomber, now circling high above and almost dead ahead of them. “What! Then shake ’em up! And report as soon as main armament’s closed-up.”

“What’s that all about, Number One?”

“All closed-up, stand-fast X-mounting, sir,” the first-lieutenant returned. “I’ll have a word with the gun-captain later.”

“Do that,” said Brady. “And with the torpedo tubes, and the asdic team.”

“Yes, sir.”

“You might also tell the gunner I’d like to see him in my cabin—later.”

“Oh? Bit slow, sir?”

“Damned slow!”

The first-lieutenant looked speculatively at his captain, then shifted his gaze to where the other was staring—skywards. Still with his eyes on the aircraft, he said:

“He’s still pretty raw, sir.”

Brady tensed himself automatically for the downward drop of the ship, met her smack into the side of an advancing swell with his legs bent, and relaxed as she rose to meet the next.

“He’s a gunner,” he answered briefly.

The first-lieutenant’s lips twitched; he ironed out the incipient grin almost at once.

“Yes, sir,” he said.

Brady waited, his head turned half towards his deputy, as though for further comment. Then he went on:

“I don’t expect him to know much about ship-handling. I do expect my gunner to know an enemy aircraft when he sees one, and to get the ship closed-up for action.” He paused. “Well?”

“Yes, sir,” said the first-lieutenant.

Brady turned fully and stared suspiciously at the chubby, genial face beside him. His mouth was open to continue when he heard the whine. It started high in the sky, remote, a rather musical monotone. Brady looked instantly behind him at the director. The big armoured-steel mounting, capped with its spiny radar-aerial, was pointing at the aircraft. The whine grew as he picked up the small black microphone; now it was rising, a snarling menace in its closing note. His eyes on the falling shape, Brady spoke.

“Bridge all positions. Do not open fire until ordered.”

He felt for the microphone’s holder, and juggled the instrument back. All heads on the bridge were turned upwards, watching the red-balled plummet driving for them. On A and B guns below the bridge the gun-captains were also staring skyward; the loading-numbers were crouched behind each twin breech, shells in their arms, their eyes steady on the closed, loaded breeches, their minds twenty thousand feet up. The sound of the aircraft was now almost a scream; the whole clouded vault of the Pacific sky seemed to be a vast sounding board, reflecting the scream directly, piercing into their consciousnesses. Then the sound broadened into a full-throated bellow of power. Brady breathed deep, and wet his lips. The dive-bomber was now spearing skyward, banking, at about fifteen thousand feet. He took up the microphone.

“Bridge all positions. The usual procedure. He’s trying to draw our fire and catch us with empty guns. I should think that if he doesn’t climb much higher, and dives again, he’ll be really committed. Stand-by.”

Captain and first-lieutenant were silent as they watched their enemy. There was no sound on the bridge except the swishing of white-creaming waves down the destroyer’s side, the occasional whine of B-gun’s pump as the trainer followed his target round, and the faraway, deep-throated pulsing of the engines. The ship began to shudder.

“Gunners’ in the T.S.?”

Brady’s voice was disinterested; it was more statement than question.

“Yes, sir,” answered the first-lieutenant. He had known his captain (like Seymour, himself once a gunner) long enough to appreciate that Brady was not so much concerned about the gunner’s whereabouts as to what he could do where he was—in the transmitting station, the nerve-centre controlling all guns.

“He’s pretty well up on the high-angle table,” Number One went on. “I shouldn’t be surprised if we get this boy.”

Brady looked at him sidelong.

“You are the gunnery-officer, Number One.”

The other looked briefly at the compass.

“Yes, sir,” he said.

Down in the transmitting-station it was stifling. Men with sweat-prickled faces bent over the high-angle control table, looking like cowled monks in their white anti-flash helmets. They could neither see nor hear their enemy here—nothing but the occasional whirr of a motor, or the click of a range-repeat, with overall the soft, steady whistling of air forced through punkahs of the ventilating shafts. Their only light came from the dimly-glowing faces of the instrument dials crowded on top of the big steel table—own speed, enemy speed; angle of sight, enemy course, his range. All these mathematically calculated ponderables it was the duty of Mr. Seymour, gunner, to see that the guns received in the simple values of which direction to aim at, and at what elevation of the barrels.

His previous defection forgotten, Seymour prowled round his charge, aloof, his fingers rubbing, now and again peering over a shoulder, ensuring that the measurements coming down continuously from radar sets and height-finders were put into the control-table by his crew. It was a scene of the utmost concentration—and every man, as he turned his wheel, was waiting, yearning for, the order to open fire—“Commence commence commence!”

From the height, and course-alterations of the enemy aircraft, Seymour could picture what was happening up top—the initial dive, drawing the ship’s fire, then the levelling out when the ruse failed to work. From the shuddering of the ship, even if he did not have her speed on a dial in front of him, he knew that she was rapidly working up to thirty knots, with another six held in reserve; knew that the sudden lean of her was an alteration under heavy rudder to throw the enemy’s aim off. The voice of the able-seaman feeding in enemy-speed broke into the tense silence with almost the effect of a shock.

“What’s up with the bastard!”

The sentence voiced the apprehensive waiting in all of them. Seymour’s reaction was automatic and instant.

“Pipe down!” he snapped. “You’ll have your gutful any second now.”

The others glared at their instruments as though they had not heard—as though they were starving, and the big table was loaded with meat. A man with earphones suddenly pressed his hands to his ears, as if his life depended on what was coming down from the gunnery-director—which it did. Seymour’s eyes snapped to him. The phone-number lifted his head; his voice exploded metallically in the steel-sided compartment.

“Barrage long long long! Commence, commence, commence!”

Through his mouthpiece the phone-number’s voice carried up to the foc’s’le, to A-gun; to B-gun, above it; and two hundred feet further aft, to X-gun. On the three mountings the waiting tableau of men broke urgently into action, the result of Brady’s earlier quiet order to his first-lieutenant: “All right Number One. Open fire.”

Brady, the skin on the back of his burned neck wrinkled into rolls, was crouched over his compass, staring with absolute concentration at the shape plummeting down upon them, waiting; waiting for the black blob to detach from the oil-streaked belly. His right hand, as though he needed confirmation of the pipe’s whereabouts for his next urgent move, was clenched round the wheelhouse voice-pipe. Every head on the bridge was upturned—no sign from heaven could have commanded their attention so absolutely.

Then the ship shook, and the shock of the two forrard guns’ opening salvo crashed back over the bridge in almost solid waves of sound. Below the diving bomber six puffs of black cloud appeared, lit in the centre by a brief flick of flame. Above the dull, distant crack of the explosions, they heard the aircraft—the sound shocked them with its sensed, intimate ferocity; a high-pitched, snarling whine, growing rapidly into an ear-beating scream. Brady could see him plainly now—spreading wings, almost vertical body, the propeller a silver spinning arc, backed by the glistening greenhouse of the enclosed cockpit.

The guns bellowed again, a personal roar of challenge. This time their aim was better. Almost directly in front of the bomber the shells exploded, momentarily blotting him from sight.

The first-lieutenant’s voice cracked with jubilation.

“Thrown him off!”

They had; the bomber swerved abruptly to port, further to their right. In the second in which he realised his ship was temporarily safe, Brady snapped his head astern. The other destroyer, acting on routine orders, and to lessen the length of the target, had swung clear of their wake, and was well over to starb’d. Brady looked back, and stiffened; he saw the aircraft straighten, bank, and fall headlong for the other ship.

Circe’s consort fired, wreathing herself in brown clouds of cordite smoke. The shells burst behind the streaking plane. Fascinated, their own guns useless on this broadside bearing, the captain and his bridge team stared. It seemed the bomber, ugly with its gull-wings and prominent red ball markings, would crash straight into the racing destroyer. She was heeling, the dark blue of her anti-fouling paint on her bilges lifted clear as she leaned, her bow-wave arcing high, sweeping almost to the level of her foc’s’le. Then, abruptly, the dive-bomber pulled its nose up; its tail dropped, and a few feet above the mainmast it was zooming skyward again. Beneath and behind it, a black blob dropped in a streak towards the destroyer’s stern.

“Oh Christ!”

The first-lieutenant’s voice was a shocked explosion. The destroyer’s depth charge packed stern, one second a grey, neat, compact area, the next erupted in a thrusting wall of dense black smoke, the smoke seemingly hurled skyward by the fierceness of the fluxing pyramid of bright red flame in its centre. The smoke boiled and writhed up, higher, straight into the clouded white of the heavens; it reached the zenith of the force which flung it there, then sprayed outwards, quickly at first, then more slowly, before dripping back into the sea in long black trailers, graceful and horrible. A thunderous boom rocketed across the sea, and beat away to silence with the receding snarl of the enemy plane.

Brady’s voice broke the stunned quiet on Circe’s bridge; the order bringing to their horrified intellects a realisation, at first dimly appreciated, that their own world was still ordered—as it had been, regulated, normal, safe.

“Cease firing, Number One,” the captain said, his voice throaty, but even. The guns had already stopped, because of the flashing speed of their target once it had flown broadside-on. But the system required that what their intelligences told them should be confirmed.

“Yes, sir,” said the first-lieutenant. He fumbled at the little microphone.

“Starb’d thirty,” ordered Brady. He did not wait for the order to be repeated, but straightened from the voice-pipe. Insistent in his brain, penetrating the numbing sight he had just witnessed, pierced the understanding that he was the captain, that something vastly terrible had happened, and he had to do something about it. He searched for the bosun’s mate, and found the youth leaning far over the starb’d wind-break, straining to look astern.

“Bosun’s mate,” Brady called. He repeated the call, sharply.

The youth turned, blinking. “Sir?” he answered dutifully. He had almost an idiot look on his young face.

“Pipe the seaboat’s crew to man their boat.”

For the first time in his life the bosun’s mate failed to repeat the order. But its significance penetrated. He pulled his pipe from his overall pocket, fumbling with the silver chain, and ran down the bridge ladder. His urgent voice, approaching falsetto, echoed fainter and fainter as he doubled aft along the iron-deck.

“Ease to ten,” Brady ordered; waited a moment, then, “Midships.”

By the time Circe drew level with the smoke wall, now gradually thinning at the top, there was nothing on the surface of the sea but a widening circle of wave-tossed, scummy black water. The waves broke blackly, with no sign of white, smothered under the tenacious covering of fuel oil. Pieces of wooden wreckage: boats, spars, carley floats bobbed and curtsied under the ominous shadow of the tombstone of smoke.

“Jesus,” whispered the first-lieutenant. His tousled fair head, rumpled by the anti-flash helmet now in his hand, turned slowly to follow the foul mark of the destroyer’s grave as they passed. “Nothing!”

“I can see that.” Brady’s voice was defensively sharp. “Fall out the seaboat’s crew.”

“Aye, aye, sir.” His eyes still on the oily-scum, even though he knew that a magazine and depth charges exploding inside the thin sides of its container would have left nothing alive, the first-lieutenant walked aft and called down to the boat’s crew waiting in their whaler below. “Fall out seaboat’s crew.”

They scrambled hurriedly from the boat, as though eager to remove themselves from a vehicle which could reveal more horror than they had already seen. Wordless, the boat’s crew stared back astern, bending to look through the falls and davits. Slowly, under reduced speed and rudder, Circe’s stern swung so that the black, settling patch of water was hidden.




CHAPTER TWO

MR. SEYMOUR HAD a good idea why the captain had sent for him. He climbed the bridge-structure ladder, running up from long practice; in a cruiser it was an actual, though not serious, offence not to run up and down ladders. When he stepped into the short, quiet passage leading to Brady’s sea-cabin near the chart-room, the gunner slowed his pace. With a college-trained commanding-officer he would have felt more comfortable; the least suggestion, or admission on his part that he was green in his officer’s duties would almost certainly have produced a sympathetic response. But Brady, in his promotion, had followed precisely the same path as Seymour. He had reached commissioned rank considerably younger; as for his rise afterwards, while not actually the talk of the Fleet, as a grounding was, or a court-martial, his promotion had been, and still was, widely discussed, not always charitably.

Seymour could count on his hands the lower-deckmen who had reached lieutenant-commander’s rank; there were only three he knew who had been given their own seagoing commands. He had not shipped with Brady before, but he knew both from his own experience and from wardroom gossip the calibre of a man who, from the rate of ordinary seaman second-class (than which there is no lower), had risen to captain a Fleet destroyer. He could not conceive that Mr. James Brady, gunner, would have hesitated, in the presence of probably hostile aircraft, to get the ship closed-up for action, and, if necessary, open fire on his own initiative. That, his delay in acting, Seymour was sure his captain wanted to see him about.

He halted outside the brown-curtained doorway, took off his cap, placed it neatly under his left arm, and knocked, quietly. Brady’s voice answered immediately.

“Yes? Come in.”

Seymour pulled the curtain back, and stepped in over the low coaming—even up here Circe was known to wet herself, with water dropping down the hatch from the bridge directly above.

“You sent for me, sir?”

Brady looked up from a signal he was studying, on a small baize-covered table bolted to the deck.

“Oh, Seymour. Just a moment. Pull the curtain, will you?”

Brady bent again to his signal. The gunner pulled the curtain, then stood where he was, watching.

Seymour could appreciate some reason why Brady had risen so quickly. The face bent over the table was certainly good-looking, in an austere, aquiline fashion. It had a rich, brown complexion, laid on generously by wind and sea; with an aspect of authority and challenging force, with the deep-set eyes gazing at the signal fixedly, without a wink, like the intense, merciless, steady eyes of a seabird. The fingers of his right hand, tapping rhythmically in succession on the green baize, were long and strong, and carefully manicured. Seymour could see the muscle in the brown, bare forearm rippling in sympathy as the fingers moved. A novel, irrelevant thought occurred to him. That arm, and the fingers, which, bunched both inside and out of a boxing glove, had delivered many a knock-out blow, were now rendered innocuous to the most insulting, aggravating minion. Lieutenant-Commander Brady’s force now lay completely in the three gold bars on the shoulders of his starched khaki shirt, and in the strength of his personality. His fists were his rank.

He pushed the signal aside, and looked up. It was an abrupt movement; Seymour felt instantly the impact of his eyes—quick, seaman’s eyes.

“Sit down, Mr. Seymour,” said Brady, and gestured to a chrome-plated chair.

“Thank you, sir.”

Seymour made to place his cap on the table, and was restrained by its smallness. The cap would almost touch his captain’s still-drumming hand. He arrested the movement in mid-air and laid the cap on his knees. A perverse distaste of his position, the coming blast from this officer, tightened his jaw and sent a little muscular ripple running along it. He looked Brady in the eyes.

The captain noted the signs. Holding his junior’s eyes, he reached behind him and took up a hand-carved wooden box.

“Cigarette?” he said.

“Why—thank you, sir.” The gunner took a cigarette, fumbling to loose one from the full box.

“Attractive box, don’t you think?” asked Brady. He turned the intricately carved container in his fingers. “Picked it up in Tanga—you know, north of Mombasa a bit. Hand-carved. Two-and-six if I remember rightly.”

Seymour looked dutifully at the box, feeling for his matches.

“Yes, sir,” he said.

Brady took one himself, and smiled.

“I was a gunner then.”

“Yes, sir,” said Seymour again. He struck the match, and leaned forward. Brady drew deeply, and blew the smoke out in a sharp blue spear upwards past his hooked nose. It wreathed up and dissipated nebulously along the cork-studded paint of the white deckhead.

Brady waited while the gunner lit his own cigarette, watched him drop the match in the cartridge-cylinder ash tray which reached up level with his thigh, and spoke.

“You know why I sent for you?”

Seymour lifted his head a little.

“Yes, sir.”

“Why?” asked Brady. “Why didn’t you sound action and get the ship closed-up yourself?”

Seymour felt a definite longing to draw on his cigarette; anything to break the discomfort of the intense, narrowed stare probing into his eyes. He felt the impact of the other’s personality almost physically.

“I don’t quite know, sir,” he answered at last.

Brady leaned forward.

“I do,” he said, and switched his eyes to his cigarette. He watched the curling smoke a moment, while Seymour waited. Then Brady got up, flicking his ash into the cylinder as he passed. Seymour’s head followed him. The captain stopped below the book-shelf, his wide sloping shoulders against the row of books which shrugged their ragged backs at the neat, seamanlike room—Sailing Directions, nautical almanacs, several novels, a Bible.

“You were worried about making a balls of it. Eh? Worried about what the wardroom might think, or say, if you got the ship closed-up for what might have been a friendly aircraft.”

Now Seymour drew on his cigarette. He nodded his head as he blew the smoke out.

“That’s about it, sir.”

Brady looked at him quizzically; there was no ire in his face.

“Seymour,” he started, his voice almost reflective. “As officer of the watch, the ship is in your hands, while you’re on the bridge. She is completely yours. You appreciate that?”

The gunner nodded, and stared at the table. For God’s sake, he was thinking, get it over with. He knew what was coming—the sagely-delivered homily, followed by the whip-crack: “Then why the hell don’t you act as though you’re in charge!”

Looking down at him, Brady went on.

“I don’t suppose there is anything alive – or dead – which can be taken in by pretence so little as a ship. Sooner or later she will find out the weakness of her master, if he has one. Some day you will find that out. I have.” 

Seymour looked up at him, turning in his chair.

“But in your case, you had the ship with you,” Brady said quietly. “Remember that. It was no indecision of handling her—you’re confident enough in that. The indecision was in your own ego. It was Seymour’s face you were thinking of—whether the young gunner would make a clot of himself.”

Brady bent slightly forward, and held the other’s eyes with his own.

“Listen to me. You are my gunner, understand, one of my officers. You have a lot to learn yet—alright. You are also qualified to take charge of the ship. In future, when you’re officer of the watch, you remember that you are answerable only to me. No other wardroom officer will decide whether the gunner’s made a cock. Forget everything else but that. The ship is your concern, not the wardroom’s attitude to your actions in doing what you think is proper in guarding her. Regardless of your origins, you’re a fully commissioned officer now. The same as the rest of them—college-trained or otherwise. All right?”

“Yes, sir,” Seymour answered. He turned his eyes from Brady’s and stared at the scuttle, still clamped shut from action stations.

“Yes, sir,” he repeated. “You’re quite right.”

Brady made no sign that he noted the incongruity of his junior’s corroboration. Seymour’s remark had the complete simplicity of sincerity.

“The same applies,” Brady continued, “to normal officer of the watch duties. If you’re in the slightest doubt, call me. If you think you’ve been set too far off-course, call me; or if the weather’s getting dirty, or you’re not happy about identifying a light.” He paused. “Also—any business in the wardroom you feel you can’t cope with. Clear?”

“Quite clear, sir.”

“Good.”

Brady neatly threw his cigarette into the big ash tray. “Right. The shooting today, by the way, was quite good. Your second broadside probably saved us.”

He walked back to the table. The gunner pulled at his long nose, a puckered grin under his fingers.

“Thank you, sir. They’re a pretty good bunch in the T.S.”

“Keep ’em that way. And pass on my remarks.” 

“Yes, sir. Is that all?”

Brady reached for the signal on the table.

“No, Guns,” he said. “It’s not all. Number One will be here in a minute.” He smiled slightly as a knock sounded outside. “Psychic. Come in.”

The first-lieutenant’s face when he stepped in was appropriately serious. He took in both officers as he turned to draw the curtain; when he swung round again his face had regained its normal geniality.

“Something doing, sir?” he asked.

“Could be, Number One, could be,” answered the captain, and gestured him to the remaining chair. “Cigarettes there. I’m going up to the bridge a moment. Look at the chart.”

Both officers rose as Brady pushed back his chair, and picked up the signal. They waited while he pulled the curtain back, and settled down again as his footsteps sounded walking up the bridge ladder. The first-lieutenant leaned forward and picked out a cigarette, looking sideways at the gunner as he did so. As he straightened back, he said:

“All right?”

The gunner nodded, grinning a little.

“Everything’s apples—now.” He stopped, and the other lit his cigarette. Seymour looked at him, the tip of his tongue rubbing thoughtfully between his teeth.

“Funny bloke, you know,” he went on. “I was expecting to cop a hell of a blast.”

“And so?” said Number One.

“He was damned decent about it. Told me a thing or two. I’d known ’em, of course, but—well, just didn’t put ’em into practice.”

“You will now?”

“Yes. I will now.” Seymour paused, then laughed, a short grunt. “That was the first time. Okay. I’d hate to make another cock.” He looked at the other, serious. “Jimmy?”

“M’mm?”

“How do you find him?”

The first-lieutenant drew deeply, so that his chubby cheeks pinched in. He blew the smoke out before he answered.

“He’s all right,” he said.

Seymour persisted. “I mean—well, you know. Coming up through the hawse-pipe—you fellers college-trained. How do you feel about that?”

“I don’t feel anything about it.” Number One flicked his ash off. “But he does,” he finished quietly.

“Oh? Does he?” The gunner looked at him with interest. “What d’you mean? In what way?”

Number One uncrossed his short legs. “Look, Guns, let’s leave the Old Man, eh? He’s a damned good seaman, and skipper.”

“Okay, okay,” answered Seymour. “I was just wondering, that’s all.”

“For future reference?” grinned the other. He shifted in his chair to face Seymour. “You know what this is all about?”

“Haven’t a clue. You?”

“Fair idea. You
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