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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)


[image: tmp_0645410-519ec959-92c5-48c1-b042-86152e4c877f_ShxYss_html_m7aeb5d4d.jpg]



CHAPTER ONE

IT WAS NEAR dusk; a
slight haze blurred the even line of horizon. The measureless reach
of ocean lay smooth and quiet, darkening. Both sea and sky seemed
empty.

Then the sound
filtered down from the pink-tinted vault, high up where the absent
sun’s long fingers touched the clouds with brief and roseate glory.
The sound grew swiftly in volume, a multiple and pulsing dissonance
which presently resolved itself into the scream of supercharged
engines.

Both aircraft were
diving, a steep approach which every second brought them closer to
the sea. There was still light enough to distinguish both the
intentions, and the nationality of the players in this grim game.
The leading aircraft was red-balled, the other displayed its
roundels of red, white and blue.

In other respects both
aircraft were similar—both sleek and fast, both single-engined,
both fighters. Yet there was one significant difference; the Zero
was streaming a slight, but vital scarf of black smoke from its
engine.

In the next second the
Seafire emulated in some degree its quarry. But its smoke was
brown, and it broke from the leading edges of its wings. The
snarling chatter of the cannon pierced above the engines’ scream,
and little flickers of red showed along the Zero’s body and below
it small white splashes spat up from the face of the sea.

The British pilot was
understandably intent on the completion of his task. He had, he
knew, chased this enemy aircraft too far for safety in this
unfriendly area. But now was the time for the pay-off, and he
elevated his Seafire’s nose a trifle and laced the Zero from tail
to nose with the lash of his shells.

Flame joined the
enemy’s smoke. It flickered, died, then gushed out in a tell-tale
and catastrophic streamer of redness, vivid against the sombre sea.
The British pilot eased the pressure on his gun-button. A moment
later the Zero was down and in.

The Jap hit at a
shallow angle, his fuselage carving a spraying white furrow in the
sea. Not long, that desperate landing run. The frictional hands of
the water clutched at him, and while the flung spray of the meeting
was still in the air the Zero was dragged to a stop. Before the
Seafire speared over it the blunt nose was under, and the colour of
the wings was fading beneath the dispassionate cover of water.

The British pilot’s
interest was only casual as he banked and stared back at the Zero’s
cockpit; there was no sign of emergence, but that was
immaterial—that aircraft would never fly again.

The next second his
interest was abruptly and tensely enlarged.

Even though he had
been intent on the chase, he had still spared a periodic and
checking glance at the sky above him and behind. But he had given
neither thought nor attention to the sea. He had been, literally
and tactically, above anything the sea might hold.

But not now. Now he
was low, and slowed down on the turn. And the broadside of shells
exploded all about him.

He was born on the
sea, this pilot; he was as familiar with naval guns as his seamen
colleagues. So that as his aircraft lurched and he saw the number
of black bursts he knew, even before his stare flicked down and
sighted it, that he had tangled with a big ship.

He had. The light was
fading rapidly, but there was no mistaking the raked-back foremost
funnel and the cluttering bridge-works of the ship spitting up at
him. Cruiser, Japanese, firing in full broadsides of her
anti-aircraft armament.

He did not curse his
remissness in failing to sight this bulky enemy, nor excuse it by
remembering the intensity of his preoccupation and the failing
light. There was no time for those luxuries of calculation. He
gunned his engine and kicked at his rudder.

The Seafire barrelled
round and clawed for height. She was designed for cat-quick
acceleration and dodging, and she responded with all the power in
her supercharged motor. But not even the superlative sister of the
Spitfire can out-run shells reaching up at 3000 feet per
second.

He did not see all the
bursts of that second broadside—the shells exploded behind him, the
gunners’ aim thrown-off by his quick avoiding action. But one of
those 4.7-inch projectiles was fused a fraction less accurately
than its fellows; it burst a fraction of time later.

It burst to his left,
and level. The corner of his eye caught the abrupt flash of red,
and then the aircraft heaved crazily under the blast.
Automatically, instinctively, he fought to right her, and in front
of him the instrument panel no longer presented its disciplined
array of gauges; three instruments now hung out, and swung as she
moved, like gouged eyes dependent from their optic nerves.

That did not worry
him, nor did he spare more than a flash of thought as to how lucky
he had been to miss those smashing slivers of steel. His
intelligence was concerned with a more significant fact—he was
losing glycol, and before he could fly much further his engine
would seize up through the lack of that vital and cooling
fluid.

He did not look back
at the enemy cruiser. He was moving fast, directly south into the
growing darkness, and he knew he was out of effective range of her
guns. Forcedly calm, his mind meshing rapidly and smoothly with all
the possibilities, he straightened the aircraft from her spearing
climb and concentrated on gaining as much distance as possible from
the cruiser before he had to set her down.

Nor did he throttle
back the engine. There was no possibility of reaching his carrier,
steaming off the Philippines, before his engine seized. All he
could do was to run for his life as fast and as long as he could
before he came down; distance was his objective, and freedom from a
prison camp.

He had to convince the
Jap that there was no point in turning about and following him. So,
straight and low and level he flew, until the Seafire became a
black dot, and then nothing.

On, further to the
South, every minute gaining him five miles; every second of every
minute filled with tense concentration, waiting to hear the first
faltering of the over-heating engine; the ears strained, listening,
the eyes magnetised to the watery expanse rushing past beneath him,
judging the height of the swell and the amount of light lingering
to show him his unnatural landing strip.

He had flown almost
fifty miles, and knew he would be quite invisible from the cruiser,
when the engine coughed. It was a small dissonance in the hitherto
steady beat of the motor, and yet it was implicit with disaster.
Instantly he eased the throttle back and put her nose down.

He had a moment to
dwell on the savage irony of his own landing, so soon a repetition
of that other one, and then his mind was wholly concentrated on his
flying. Still under power, he brought her down in a shallow angle
of descent, undercart up, flaps down. The dark sea, here and there
still reflecting helpfully the light from the high clouds, rushed
to meet him.

He was helped in
another direction. On the carrier he had been trained to lift his
nose and drop his tail so that the hook would engage in the
arrester wire. He did this now, intent on preventing the nose from
digging in, and under.

It was too dark for
him to gauge the position of each swell. She touched, flatly, with
her belly, on the top of a swell. She bounced, and he fought with
all his skill and experience to hold her in the landing position as
her weight dragged her down again to meet the sea.

She hit again, and
again bounced. A shorter distance. Down she came, nose up, and now
the sea grabbed her and pulled her to a bone-shaking halt. He had
already opened the cockpit canopy. Flicking off the ignition, and
still concerned about the danger of fire from the over-heated
engine, he heaved himself clear and jumped into the sea.

The dinghy inflated as
it was designed to do, and a few minutes later he was safely in its
tautened protection, listening to the soft slap of the swells
against the aircraft, and the gurgling of its gradual
immersion.

The Seafire settled
quietly, on an almost level keel. Then a small splash of white shot
up, clear and ominous in the darkness, and then the sea had taken
her and he was alone in the night. The dinghy rocked gently.

He was a large man,
and he moved as little as possible in his tiny craft. Without
examining himself, he knew that he was not wounded, and now, the
quiet night widely all about him, his mind returned to that ripped
instrument panel, and the short distance it had been ahead of his
stomach.

But there was no
profit in those sort of thoughts. With a mental shake of his head
he returned his mind to the happenings of the afternoon; the
scramble from the carrier when their radar had contacted the
approaching Japanese bombers, and the brief but savage
counterstroke which had driven them off from the Allied Fleet.

Obviously, he thought,
those enemy aircraft had come from the north of Luzon. And just as
obviously, though more strangely, they’d had no stomach for a
prolonged fight. It could have been psychological, he judged—the
Jap Battle Fleet had taken a vicious mauling a few days before in
Surigao Strait. The Japs, certainly, were tenacious fighters—but
they were still human, and their morale was subject to a lowering
of degree the same as any other man’s.

His mind swung from
the strategy of that air battle to a more intimate tactical
concern. They had met the enemy squadrons north of Luzon,
certainly, but why had that Zero pilot continued to the north,
instead of making for his home base? It did not take long for him
to have the answer to that. The Jap knew that cruiser was in the
vicinity; he had intended to ditch near it. And his strategy had
very nearly come off.

The pilot rubbed his
hand across his salty lips. It had been a tense few hours, and his
immersion in the sea had not helped. His eyes rested on the little
beaker of fresh water, and his longing was a demanding urge. He
resisted it. Because of possible interception, and understanding of
his distress signal by the cruiser, he had maintained wireless
silence. No friends knew of his plight. Almost certainly he would
be in the dinghy all night, and it was quite possible that a major
portion of the following hot day might be spent in the same place
before an Allied, or Japanese, ship sighted his yellow support. He
had to conserve that precious water.

To keep his mind from
thought of its fresh coolness, he juggled out of its holder the
dinghy’s one-inch signal pistol. It was a close replica of the old
Verey’s pistol, but with a greater range, shooting its green or red
flare high into the air. He pressed the release catch and broke the
pistol, then slipped in the bulky cartridge. A metallic snap and
the instrument was whole again, loaded. He was about to replace it
when he heard the sound.

Pistol in hand, head
turned a fraction sideways, eyes staring into the night, he
listened. The sound was faint, but steady: not a pulsing beat, as
of a piston-engined aircraft, but a low continuous whine. Before he
heard the tearing noise—like a giant ripping canvas—and identified
that as the bow-wave, he knew that he was listening to the sound of
turbines. And spinning at high speed.

He got to his knees,
steadying his free hand on the gunwale as the dinghy rocked. His
eyes squinted, he stared into the darkness ahead. The first flash
of white came, disappeared; came again, and stayed, a large and
continuing brush-stroke of white painted against the black backdrop
of the night.

He was used to judging
bow-waves, both from his carrier experience and from the need to
assess a target ship’s speed; and he knew that this ship was moving
very fast. Then he had her low silhouette. Destroyer.

A moment later his
straining sight caught a secondary flash astern of the first. Two
destroyers, travelling at speed in line-ahead. That told him
nothing; Japanese or British or Albanian ships would travel that
way. In those few seconds of hopeful, and fearful, time he would
have given much of what he owned for a pair of binoculars. But the
dinghy’s equipment did not run to such things.

The pistol held ready
in his hand, he stared, and waited. In daylight he would have
identified easily the upward sloping bow of a Japanese destroyer;
he had aimed at one often enough. But this was black night,
unrelieved by moonlight. He could see only the bow-waves, and the
dark, indeterminate shapes which made them.

The white flashes drew
level, moved on past. He strained his ears for the sound of a voice,
an order, from those ships, before he realised that no human sound
would penetrate out over the high-pitched whine of those
engine-room blowers.

Then as he waited, his
finger on the trigger, there was only the heaped-up pile of wash,
and then that too merged into the night and once again he was alone
on the sea.

This time, thwarted
hope bitter in him, he did not resist. He lifted the water
container and drank sparingly.

He was to remember for
the rest of his life what the dawn brought; just as the memory of
that unproductive night was searingly in his consciousness.

In all his 30 years of
life he had never been alone; never utterly alone as he was that
night. There had always been company, somewhere. Even flying there
had been his wingman, or, on combat air-patrol, the ship down
below; even this afternoon there had been the Zero.

But
on this night he might have been the one man alive in the universe.
It was no good telling himself—as he did well after midnight—that
out there, somewhere, were thousands of other men. He could not see
them, he did not know where they were; all he knew was the pitch blackness of the
night, and the quiet, encompassing omnipresence of the waiting
sea.

He was still quite
sane, in full possession of all his faculties, when the blackness
turned grey. But his experience had been enlarged to the degree
that now he knew the reason for the madness of that man in the
lifeboat his ship had picked up in the Indian Ocean on the way
across to the south-west Pacific. Gone mad through drinking
sea-water had been the consensus of opinion on board. But this
Seafire pilot now knew better.

He had tried to sleep.
The attempt had proved fruitless. The dinghy was uncomfortably
small, and always it rocked; and at the back of his mind,
insidiously projecting itself forward, was the fear that if he
dozed off a friendly ship might pass him in the night. He had not
been concerned with the unlikelihood of his being able to identify
such a ship; his mind was exercised solely with the possibility of
one approaching.

So that he was tired,
but still awake, when his smarting eyes noted the first faint
diminution of the blackness. He sat up, rubbing at the base of his
spine, and allowed himself a small draught of water and a piece of
dark, vitalising chocolate. He was in the Tropics, and the dawn
came swiftly.

Daylight brought him,
at first, no lessening of his acute sense of loneliness; if
anything, it increased it. On all sides the weld of sea and sky
drew about him a vast immutable circle; empty. In all that watery
and airy expanse nothing moved. The clouds which had obscured the
moon through the night still hung in the sky, and while he searched
the sky for aircraft, and found nothing, he felt a brief
thankfulness that at least he would be spared the biting heat of
the naked sun.

In the dinghy he was
practically at water-level, with his range of visibility strictly
limited. So that when he sighted the destroyer’s bridge structure
she was quite close.

He stared, and then he
bent forward and grabbed up the signal pistol. As he came upright
again one hand moved subconsciously to the revolver in its holster,
unclipping the cover. With a bitter twist to his mouth he brought
his hand away. This pilot was entitled to wear the ribbons of three
decorations on his chest, but he had not won them through stupid
and pointless bravery ...

Earlier, during the
night, he had yearned for a pair of binoculars. Then he had
searched fruitlessly for the up-swept bow of a Japanese destroyer.
He did not need binoculars now, nor was his present search without
result. He knew, minutes before the bow-waving stem altered course
to close him, that his morning visitor was Japanese.

As he waited, there
was added to his impressions of the night just passed a sense of
acute regret. The successful landing, the weary, yet hope-inspired,
wait through the night were shortly to end in ignominious capture.
He felt no rage at his approaching captors—he had not gained
command of the Seafire squadron through indulgence in childish
tantrums—but simply bitter regret.

In this active area
north of the Philippines the chances were about even that his
rescuer might have been American or British. This was not, he
thought grimly, seeing the red-balled flag whipping at the gaff,
his day.

The destroyer reduced
her speed and came up slowly. Plainly he saw the binoculars trained
on him from the bridge. His sight moved further aft, to where a
group of seamen were clustered round a rope ladder. The sailors
were staring at him, quietly, neither elation nor savagery in their
faces. He gained some small consolation from remembering that
savagery was mainly confined to the shore-bound guards of the
prison camps. Then his active eyes sighted a man standing a little
apart from the waiting group. He had a sub-machinegun in his hands,
and the muzzle was laid directly on the dinghy. There might not be
savagery, he thought grimly, but neither would there be any
nonsense.

The destroyer edged
close alongside. A seaman leaned back, and his arm threw. The
weighted end of the heaving line dropped short. There were paddles
in the dinghy, but there was a limit, the pilot decided, to his
co-operation. He crouched there while the line was drawn back and
recoiled. This time the throw was perfect. The thin rope snaked
fairly across the dinghy, and an order was called curtly from the
destroyer’s waist. It was in Japanese, but the meaning was
obvious.

The pilot leaned
forward and took hold of the line. He sat back, bracing himself.
His thoughts were moiling, and they were mainly bitter. But clear
amongst them was the decision: “These bastards won’t see me
crawl!”

He braced himself and
pulled. The dinghy moved forward perhaps a foot. He took up the
slack and prepared to heave again. And not twenty yards astern of
the destroyer the shell landed and exploded with a sharp, vicious
crack.

The pilot’s attention
had been on what he was doing. For a fractional second as his ears
received the audible evidence of that unexpected messenger he
thought that the sub-machinegun had opened fire on him. Then he
heard a babble of voices break out aboard the enemy ship and he saw
his intending captors break up in a flurry of urgent movement.

His head jerked round
to the south. He could have cried out aloud at what he saw. It was
only a bow-wave from his low level, but it was creaming high,
plainly thrust up by mighty engines at their utmost power. And from
somewhere above that heart-thumping evidence there came a multiple
stab of bright yellow flashes.

Then his attention was
swung back. A great sucking, thrashing sound was coming from the
stern of the Japanese ship. The water under her counter was dragged
down, then spewed out and back as the two big screws gripped. She
was a destroyer, and before the next broadside landed she was
moving at increasing speed through the water. The sound of her
engine-room blowers was a rising scream.

It was lucky for the
pilot that his attention had been drawn to those spinning screws.
His eyes caught the movement. The man with the machinegun was
stepping forward to the guard-rail, and his weapon was raised. This
time the pilot acted decisively. As he flung himself down in the
dinghy his hand went back and clutched out the heavy Service
revolver. He heard the gun stammer, above the whistle and crash of
the shells landing; he heard the soft, incisive plop of bullets
striking the taut canvas of his float, and then he was flat on his
belly, right hand gripped in left, steadying his pistol on the edge
of the dinghy.

He fired quickly and
deliberately, urged to his action not by any concrete hope of
hitting the Jap gunner at that range, but impelled by the same
indefinable characteristic of nature which had won him his
medals.

He never knew if his
action had any results. The destroyer was moving fast, and as she
drew ahead the impedimenta on her quarterdeck hid him from the
gunner’s sight. The next second he had a more immediate problem to
think about.

The sloshing water
penetrated easily the thin fabric of his flying overalls. He turned
on his stomach, to see the other end of the dinghy almost under
water. At once he tossed the revolver over the side and hurriedly
dragged off his shoes. Then he inflated his Mae West. And then,
feeling the water creeping up his thighs, feeling the dinghy
slipping from under him, but secure in the inflated tightness round
his chest, he turned his head and sought the new arrival.

It was something to
catch any man’s breath, let alone one in his interested
circumstances. Destroyer, he saw at once, squat and grey and
powerful, her bow-waves arching up higher than her foc’s’le. And
spitting every few seconds from the two twin mountings for’ard of
her bridge: long, brief tongues of yellow aimed somewhere to the
northward.

He could not tell if
she were British or American; and the tight grin on his lean face
indicated that he did not care. His head swung, but all he could
see of the Japanese ship was a pencil of a mast dwindling in size
urgently towards the far horizon. Then, before his head turned
back, he thought he saw a flash of flame from that scurrying
target. But whether the flash was born of gun or shell-burst he
could not tell.

His attention now was
on something closer. She was passing a hundred yards clear, showing
the whole lean length of her broadside to his appreciative stare.
His ears were pierced by the shrill whine of her blowers and his
eyes caught the wave of a hand from her bridge. Then she was past,
and his eyes were on the heaped-up whiteness astern and his ears
thumped by the concussive roar of her guns.

The sounds of fight
and furious progress faded to the north.

If the night had been
long, the ten minutes he spent in the water stretched over an
eternity. The thought came into his mind, was rejected, and slipped
in again. And again. What if she were sunk? What if she never came
back? A destroyer was a powered, fragile thing. He himself had once
planted a bomb in an Italian destroyer’s guts and seen her blow to
bits. If one of those returning Jap shells ...

And how long could he
stay afloat? No water, no chocolate, protected from skin-peeling
heat only by the tentative cover of clouds. And sharks …? It would
be the most tragic irony if, after her miraculous appearance, the
friendly destroyer did not return.

He was spared that
annoyance.

She pushed her mast
from above his low-range horizon, then her director, then her
bridge and finally the fast-moving bow. She came up at full pelt
and then her screws dragged her to a stop and as she lay broadside
to him and the whaler lowered to the water he saw with the most
complete thankfulness the red, white and blue ensign drooping
languidly from her gaff. She was, then, British.

The whaler hit with a
sharp smack and hurried on its long oars towards him. Earlier, he
had strained his ears for the sound of a voice from a destroyer. He
did not have to strain now. The words reached him in a resounding
bellow, delivered from the capacious chest of a squat, bow-legged
man standing beside the tiller:

“What’s up with you bastards? Oh Gawd, give me Girl Guides any
flamin’ day! Did you hear me? Pull, I said, break them bloody oars!
You
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