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Commander Bentley knew this was the time for nothing but
concentrated attack …

This was no exercise, no leisure manoeuvre by which
Wind Rode could show her
competence. They were up against a desperate enemy submarine, a
vehicle armed with explosive teeth and claws—the destructive
potential of which they could not gauge. A terrifying secret
weapon!
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Chapter One

 


“A MAN SHOULD,” said Lieutenant Robert Randall, “have his
idiot head read for joining this outfit.”

This
disloyal opinion was not, to be precise, said—it was shouted, and
Commander Peter Bentley heard it from a few feet away on the
heeling bridge in wind-punctuated bursts, as if Randall had been
punched in the stomach every few words.

Bentley
turned his streaming face towards his first-lieutenant. His eyes
were squinted against the lash of wind and spray, so that no
expression could be seen in them. Yet there was no doubt about the
appearance of his face—its drawn-in tiredness mirrored the
condition of his whole drooping body. The skin was a muddy brown
instead of the usual deep tan laid on by sun and wind, and
roughened with bristles. He had been on the bridge for six
hours.

He
turned his head back to stare over the foc’s’le, and he grunted
something which, before the wind shredded it to nothing, sounded
like, “Huh!”

The big wind had come slewing down on destroyer
Wind Rode at ten o’clock
that morning. It was now four in the afternoon, and during the
intervening time she had thrust on into the eye of the wind, her
motion becoming progressively more violent.

High
ridges of apparent liquidity swept down upon her from the
northward—long rolling furrows of dark green topped with foaming
white, which met her oncoming bow and exploded up and over her
flares in abrupt cascades of flinging white spray.

Most of
the water surged down her foc’s’le deck until it met the
breakwater; balked, it diverted to both sides and spun back over
her sides in falling drapes of white lace. The rest of it was
picked up by the wind and flung towards the bridge, where it drove
into their faces with the stinging thrust of wind-whipped
sand.

She rose
and plunged and screwed down sideways, crunching water out from
under her sharp bows, rolling water from her cambered decks,
rolling the trucks of her masts in violent sweeps across the
weeping sky.

She was
a tortured thing of bucking, swaying movement, and the only stable
part of her equipment was that which normally swung with the
lightest breeze—from her stumpy mainmast the ensign stood out
rigidly steady, forced into board-like immobility by the vast tide
of air surging along both sides of it. Red, white and blue, it
streamed from the halliard, and only the extreme after edge of it
oscillated in tiny snapping movements.


Contemptuous of the big wind, the search radar aerial up the
foremast above the bridge swung, round and round with unimpassioned
efficiency, shafting out its electronic particles at the speed of
light. In all that smoky waste there was nothing on which to
echo—the particles lost themselves in the vast empty immensity of
the north Pacific.

Bentley
wiped his smarting eyes with a wet hand and stared down at the face
of the gyro compass. He saw that the black lubber’s line, which
represented the ship’s head, swung no more than ten degrees on
either side of the course, which was due north. That was extremely
good steering in this weather, but then Smales, the coxswain, had
been steering for twenty years.

Bentley
made a mental note to have him relieved soon. He looked at his
watch, protected by the wet, shining sleeve of his oilskin, and
then handled himself across the bridge to the chart table in the
port forrard corner.

Even
that short journey strained every muscle in his body—it was her
movement which had made him so tired, not the time he had been on
the bridge. One moment he would be hanging on to prevent himself
running towards the wind-break at the side of the platform, the
next he would be straining forward as if he were struggling up the
side of a very steep hill. In addition to this there was the
sideways movement his body felt and had to counteract as her nose
plunged, then lifted.

He
reached the small covered-in table and lifted the canvas
weather-dodger. It was cold and stiff with spray and rain. He
tugged his sou’wester off and let its wetness dangle down outside
the chart table. His head felt itchy after the cap’s tugged-down
embrace for so long, but he was grateful for the comparative quiet
inside the table.

His legs
braced apart on the copper deck behind him, he looked at the chart.
In this area south of Truk there was little enough to spoil its
pristine whiteness, not much in fact, except the pencilled figures
of times and the regular circles which denoted the ship’s positions
along the straight black line which was their course, a line which
ended its run at Truk.

Bentley
rubbed his fingers around his lips, feeling the salt on his tongue.
He was under no illusions about the accuracy of those
positions—they had been unable to get a good sight since pilot’s
star sights the dusk before. He knew what revolutions his engines
were doing, but he could only guess what this wind had done to them
in the six hours it had been forcing against them.

He
looked at the last time marked on the chart, glanced at his watch,
picked up the dividers, placed them on the latitude scale and then
transferred the distance run to the course-line, using the premise
that the ship was doing ten knots. He circled the new position with
a pencil, and wrote the time beside it. A bulky figure pressed in
beside him.

“Good,” Randall grinned, “now we know exactly where we
are.”

“I’m glad you do,” Bentley answered sourly, and tossed the pencil on the
chart. It immediately rolled to the opposite side. Randall made a
clucking sound and picked up the pencil, laying it in the grooved
shelf provided. He grinned sideways at his chief.

“Reckon well make it to Truk?”

“We’ll make it all right. What bothers me is which
week.”

“M’mm, that’s bad. With the Yanks waiting to welcome their
latest addition to the Fleet an’ all.”

“They’ve only got sixty-odd destroyers there,” Bentley said,
unsmiling. “I wouldn’t be surprised if we don’t slip in
unnoticed.”

“When we finally get there.”

“When we finally get there.”

Randall
braced his right shoulder against the side of the brass cover. He
took up the dividers and arched them idly over the damp
chart.

“Peter,” he said, and kept his eyes on the chart, “you’re a
bit worried about this assignment?”


Bentley’s chin was resting in the fingers of his left hand.
He watched for a moment the dividers whispering across the
chart.

“You know me too well,” he said quietly.

Randall
turned his head and smiled briefly at his friend. The smile
lightened the rugged toughness of his face. He dropped the
dividers.

“Easy, boy,” Randall smiled, “I’d feel the same if I were you.
One Aussie ship amongst that mob. A hundred or so telescopes ready
to cop your least mistake. One red, white and blue flag amongst all
those stars and stripes. That’s it, isn’t it?”

“Could be.”

“This’ll sound good coming from me, but what the hell have you
to worry about? With your record? Command of a new ship at
twenty-eight? Hell’s bells, you’ve been in and out of enough action
to carry you with any bunch of seamen!”

“Most of those Yanks have fired a shot or two,” Bentley
reminded him.

“Sure they have. But they’re still well on the debit side.
Taken individually, I mean. I wouldn’t be surprised if you don’t
find yourself the ace destroyer-driver.”

Bentley
smiled slightly at the opprobrious term.

“Some ambition,” he said. His grey eyes flicked to his
friend’s face. “Thanks for the pep talk. But there’s something else
I’m not too happy about.”

“Oh?”

“The men.”

“Eh? They’ve got no whinges! Apart from the mess decks
swilling feet under in this muck they’ll be glad to work with the
Yanks. Things like ice-cream, cheap clothes, all the
…”

“You’ve got it there.”

“Where?”

“Ice-cream and the rest of the stuff.”

“Hold on now, Peter! You don’t think our mob’s going to go all
hoity-toity and prima donna-ish ’cause the Yanks get served with
ice-cream and they don’t?”

“Come off it!” Bentley grinned.

“Then what’s the beef?”

“You’re talking like a Yank already—with a hundred miles still
to go.”

“It’s catching,” Randall grinned. “I’ve always thought their
lingo pretty expressive. All right then—what is it?”

“Our crowd couldn’t care less about not getting all the mod
cons—but they’ll sneer at the Yanks because they
do. Ice-cream, turkey,
chicken and the rest of it. Coffee laid on when they want it, as
against our cup of tea at stand-easy. Lots of differences like
that.”

“You can’t blame the U.S. Navy for that. I’m all for it,
myself. A man fights just as well with turkey inside him as corned
beef—those State-side boys have proved it.”

“I’m not questioning the policy of the U.S. naval brass,”
Bentley said, with a twisted grin, “but just how our jolly
jack-tars are going to take it. The difference in treatment could
spring the makings of a helluva inferiority complex. And you know
what that could lead to ashore—helped along by rum and
Coca-Cola.”

“I see,” Randall said slowly, “you might begin to think the
Yanks were a bit pansy. And tell ’em so?”

“That’s right.”

“But we’re all blood-brothers, or Pacific cousins or
something. My bet is they’ll see how the Yanks fight, and then
admire ’em.”

“Maybe. I’m thinking of a time in the Mediterranean, in Malta,
before the war. I was in Australia, on exchange with the British
Med Fleet. You remember Sliema, out where the submarines used to
berth? Well, there were a lot of cabarets there too, and our
fellows got tangled up with R.N. sailors from the submarine depot
ship. And they were our blood-brothers. I forget what started
it—something to do with inter-Service jealousy; maybe the kippers
thought they were superior. Anyway, it was such a hell of a stoush
that the captain cleared lower-deck next morning and promised that
there’d be no further leave in Malta if it happened
again.”

“Yes, I remember hearing about that,” Randall said
thoughtfully. He grinned. “But different ships, different
cap-tallies. Things are different here. I’ve always thought we’re
closer to the Americans than the British—geographically, in
temperament, way of life, all that. Look how the beggars enjoy
themselves in Sydney and Brisbane on leave!”

“That could have repercussions too, Bentley said
seriously.

“I’m damned if I see why.”

“Your memory’s short. Remember Cartwright, the breech-worker
on the right of B-mounting?”

“Cartwright? Yes, I remember him. Stayed behind in Sydney on
compassionate leave, didn’t he?”

“He did. And his request for leave was that he’s trying to
patch up his marriage. Broken up by a Yank sailor from a destroyer
while Cartwright was in the Med.”

“I see. But hell’s bells,” Randall went on quickly, “you can’t
blame a whole bloody nation for that! I’d like to know how many
romances have been broken by our own blokes in Durban and points
north in this war.”

“That’s not the point,” Bentley protested. “The whole ship
knew what happened to Cartwright, and why. They probably don’t care
very much about it, one way or another. But the memory of who
caused his trouble might come very sharply to the surface if any
friction develops ashore in Truk. The Yanks aren’t exactly renowned
for understatement. If they imply that they’re winning the war on
their own …”

His
voice trailed, and he tugged his sou’wester on.

“They are, you know,” Randall grinned. “Pretty well,
anyway.”

“Out this way, perhaps,” Bentley conceded, “though there are
little details like the British Pacific Fleet, the Australians in
New Guinea and the British 14th Army firing a shot or two in
Burma.”

“Okay, okay, but I still think you’re jumping fences,
Peter.”

“I hope you’re right.” He backed out and reached up to pull
the canvas cover down. “How do the troops feel about
it?”

Randall
pulled his own sou’wester down hard on his head.

“I don’t think they feel anything in particular. Truk, Tobruk,
Timbuctoo—who cares, if it’s not Sydney?”

Bentley
punched him on the arm and hauled himself back to the
binnacle.

 


Lieutenant Randall was right. The ship’s company of H.M.
Australian destroyer Wind Rode
cared little as to their destination, so long as
it was not Sydney or Brisbane or Melbourne. And as it was apparent
that the home towns would have to wait, the fact that they were
sailing to Truk, in the Carolines, exercised their minds hardly at
all; nor did the fact that they were scheduled to join up and work
with the great American Fleet operating from that recaptured island
base.

These
men, battle-wise, experienced in several theatres of this global
war, knew that wherever they sailed they would meet trouble; but
they were used to that. They were in a destroyer, destroyers
attracted trouble like a shapely pair of legs did bell-bottoms, and
they accepted the first premise as automatically as they did the
second.

Yet
Randall was not wholly correct in his assessment of his men’s
attitude. But he would have been, and was to be, astonished to know
who the exception was.

Chief Petty Officer Smales was the coxswain, the senior man
on the lower deck, the ship’s chief of police and disciplinarian: a
man normally expected to deliberately and instantly quell any
possible defection on the part of the crew. This he had done many
times in Wind Rode’s violent career, and certainly would do again.

Being a
normal man, Smales had his share of likes and dislikes. He had few
real hatreds, apart from the feeling he entertained towards
Japanese, yet towards Americans he had for long, and until now in
secret, felt an intense dislike amounting to rancour.

Propped
tightly in between the hammock-bin and the table in the chiefs’
mess, meeting the ship’s plunges and roll with practised ease, and
not long before relieved from the wheel, Smales was regaling an
astonished mess with his impressions of Americans, the naval type
in particular.

“They’re all the same.” His brown fingers worked deftly on the
makings. “Bull, bull and more bull. They live on it. When they’re
not guzzlin’ ice-cream. Ice-cream!” He spat the words out with a
sideways twist of his lips. “What the hell are the Japs wastin’
time and ammo bombin’ their ships for? All they got to do is
flatten a few ice-cream factories and the Yanks’d pack up. Sling
their hand in.”

He
worked his tongue along the gummed paper and with a sweep of his
thumb made the cylinder whole. He lit the cigarette as the chief
telegraphist chuckled.

“You’ve got it bad, ’Swain. I didn’t know your missus was
playing around with Yanks.”

There
was no insult, as they all knew—the coxswain was not married. But
he jumped in quickly.

“That’s another thing. It’s all they think of. Never elevate
their minds up above their bellies. Dames, dames and more dames.
Doesn’t matter who they belong to—oh, no! Just so long as it wears
a skirt. A hairy goat wouldn’t be safe with those lugs.”

He
sucked deeply on his cigarette so that his lean brown cheeks drew
in. Hooky Walker, the chief bosun’s mate, looked at his friend with
his bushy eyebrows almost meeting. He was not smiling. He was
thinking that he knew Herb Smales like a brother, yet he had had no
inkling that the little coxswain felt like this.

Hooky
was not worried—he was merely interested in this manifestation of
his friend’s dislike. He was also sure that Smales was serious. His
voice was too vehement to be an act. Hooky put his thoughts into
words.

“I didn’t know you had a down on ’em, Herb,” he growled in his
chesty voice. “What brought all this on? One of ’em do you over at
poker? It can’t be a woman.”

Smales
blew a sharp spear of smoke up past his nose. He looked at Hooky
through the haze.

“It ain’t no woman. And I don’t play poker.”

“That’s right, it’s against regulations,” the radioman
grinned. “Then why the hate session? What’ve they done to
you?”

“They ain’t done nothin’ to me,” snarled the little man. “It’s what
they are! Look.
Some singin’ dame comes out here, flies nice an’ comfortable all
the way, lands in on some island, sings a few songs, an’ what do
she end up with? A bloody purple heart! Purple heart …!”

“A bloody purple heart would look a bit colourful,” the chief
telegrapher chuckled. “But even the Yanks laugh at that gong. It’s
like our campaign medals—don’t mean a ruddy thing. Take it easy,
chum.”

“Take it easy!” the coxswain mocked. “That’s the trouble.
That’s why those goons have got away with it for so long. Everyone
takes it easy and don’t do nothin’ about it. The biggest Navy from
the biggest country fightin’ the biggest war in the biggest
ocean—so they say. And our side sits back and takes it easy and
lets ’em get away with it. Nothin’ said about Dunkirk or the
Bismarck or the Battle
of Britain or Malta convoys or nothin’. It’s about time someone
whittled these ice-cream heroes down to size.”

“You’re taking on the job?” the radio man asked.

“All right, pin your silly bloody head off,” the coxswain told
him, “but I might do just that. A few words in their ears might
wake them Yanks up a bit.”

“Why have you waited so long for your propaganda programme?”
Hooky asked. “We’ve worked with the Yank Navy before.”

“Never as close as this is gonna be. Never been based ashore
with ’em. Oh, it’s gonna be real lovely! A man won’t be able to
sink a jug ashore without some blasted gob breathin’ down his neck
about how they’re winnin’ the war all on their big
lonesome!”

“You,” pronounced Hooky, “will be on your lonesome, cobber.
What I’ve seen of the Yanks, I like. And I’ll hop in and trap all
the ice-cream they like to dish out. It’ll be quite a change from
dehydrated spuds and canned carrots. Eh, fellers?”

The
other five fellers in the mess intimated their approval.

 


Wind Rode thrashed her laboured way
onwards, with no rift in the cloud-piled sky to allow Pilot to
change her dead-reckoning position to one of precise exactitude.
There was no navigational danger, of course, for even if she were a
few miles off-course there was nothing close by to trouble her. The
small atoll of Ngarik, the nearest land, was well clear of her to
the eastward.

But Bentley, used to precise navigation and adherence to
times of arrival, wanted especially to make his next landfall dead
on time. There was every excuse for arriving behind schedule, and
the destroyer-division commander to whom he would report on arrival
would be a hard man if he thought otherwise. Yet it was precisely
because of that legitimate excuse that Wind Rode’s captain disliked
availing himself of it. It would make a good impression on the
Americans if he arrived exactly on time, weather
regardless.

Standing
behind the binnacle, swaying to her movement, Bentley was perfectly
aware of his reason for wanting to stick to his E.T.A. It was more
than professional pride in his competence; it was a simple and
uncomplicated desire to impress his new superiors. He knew the
reason for that, too. He admitted it freely with a wry grin to
himself, and the consolation that maybe a mild form of inferiority
complex could be a good thing—it tended to keep a man within the
action bounds of his own ability.

He
ducked a lathering burst of spray from the bow, heard it fling
against the director over his head with a patter like hail, and
then looked about him.

An
oil-skinned posterior stuck out from the shelter of the
chart-table—Pilot, plotting with pious hope their dead-reckoning
position. An officer as zealous as he was competent, a man who
never had to be told about chart corrections, or checking the gyro,
or maintaining the echo-sounder in efficient condition.

Randall,
looming big in his oil-skins, tough, loyal, a first-class seaman
and friend. Standing to one side of the bridge, his paws of hands
gripping the edge of the wind-break, his head regularly and
automatically turning to search the frenzied seas and the sullen
sky, even in this impossible weather, where the likelihood of a
submarine lining them up in her sights was remote. Trained by the
same officer who had guided Bentley along the path to ultimate
competence, old Aunty Sainsbury, a genuine ace
destroyer-driver.

The
signal-yeoman, jammed in the corner where the chart-table met the
wind-break, near the asdic set repeat dial, managing, incredibly in
this wind, to keep a cigarette alight. A man who could read Morse
and interpret signals as easily as he could read a printed page.
He, too, bringing his head up to stare around the fanged horizon,
though the need here was negligible; the action was as natural as
his breathing.

All
tried and tested links in the chain of command, as dependable as
steel-wire rope. The whole team of them, guns, asdic, torpedoes,
radar, all proved and found not wanting in the fire of
action.

Randall
was right. What the hell did he have to worry about? Those Yank
destroyers might be better than his, but, without kidding himself,
they would need to be good! There was the other problem, of
friction ashore, but he could do nothing about it until it
happened.

Let it
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