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Chapter One

	 

	“NICE FELLER,” LIEUTENANT-Commander Peter Bentley decided, and watched the destroyer’s motor-boat carving a white curve in the sometimes blue, mostly dirty, water of Alexandria harbour.

	“M’mm,” Randall contributed to the assessment. “Those Royal Navy types are a bit still usually. Phlegmatic.” He grinned. “Never could pronounce that damn word right. I hope his party turns out as friendly.”

	The man under discussion was Commander Terence Bromage, senior-officer of the 10th Destroyer Flotilla, Bentley’s superior. Bentley had been assigned to him with his old destroyer Wind Rode as soon as the Australian ship had entered the Mediterranean a few weeks before.

	The party was being put on by a destroyer of the flotilla (of which Wind Rode was the only Australian) to celebrate last night’s victory over a much stronger enemy cruiser force that the flotilla had searched out and met with unexpected torpedoes.

	Wind Rode had sunk a cruiser, torpedoed another damaged cruiser to the bottom, and blown up a destroyer with gun-fire: and, while busily engaged in all this, had been tackled by the remaining cruiser. Her thin-skinned life had been saved by the timely arrival of Bromage, and by what he had shot out of his torpedo-tubes.

	So, as Bentley told his friend and first-lieutenant as he turned away from the gangway:

	“It promises to be some ding. A hefty glass of milk is indicated, I think. Stomach lining!”

	The two officers walked slowly forward towards Bentley’s sea-cabin. First-Lieutenant Randall automatically cast his professional eye to right and left, for the upper-deck was his special province. Bentley would have liked to do the same thing, but he didn’t, and felt a deep satisfaction because he knew now it wasn’t necessary.

	Since Randall had joined Wind Rode from their old ship Scimitar, the filthy destroyer had blossomed. Even since the milling Witches’ Sabbath of last night the decks had been swabbed and returned to their previous shipshape neatness. The engineer had a team of engine-room-artificers working on the damaged funnel, their chisels and hammers, making a steely tintinnabulation in the quiet evening air.

	Bentley stopped a moment to watch them, and had a few words with the engineer. They moved on a few paces, and Randall said:

	“What do you think of the old bucket now, Peter?”

	The question was casually put, but there was an underlying note that halted Bentley. He leaned his muscled length on the top guard rail and stared out at the mass of grey warships nosing their buoys. It was less than three months since he had stepped on board at Brisbane, to take over from an elderly, passed-over captain, and to find his new command filthy, demoralised and slack from bridge to messdeck.

	That was three months ago. In that time he had started on her himself, and then Randall had come as his first-lieutenant, and the giant, steel-handed Hooky Walker as his chief bosun’s mate. Old friends, old hands at this game, dependable as anchor chain. And now? What did he think of her?

	Bentley looked at his first-lieutenant. His lips twisted down at the corners when he smiled and said:

	“I’d take her anywhere. Anywhere!”

	 

	It was fortunate for the young commander of an old, but still-lethal midget, that omniscient prescience was denied him. Otherwise the expected enjoyment of a party put on mainly for his benefit, to introduce him to his brother captains in the flotilla, might have turned to stomach-tensing worry.

	Bentley had stated he would take his ship anywhere. That’s a confidence which covers a lot of territory; and shortly he was to find himself wishing that he was anywhere but the place to which he would be ordered to take her.

	But crystal-gazing not being one of his accomplishments, he hummed to himself as he showered and changed in his sea-cabin under the bridge. It should be a good show—bucks only, the night-action to fight over again, hearing the experiences of his fellow captains in the fire-splashed night.

	He was pleased, too, that Bromage had invited Randall. R.N. types could be more than a bit stuffy, though you didn’t find that in destroyers normally. However, if it turned out sticky, he and Randall could gravitate to a corner and grog on regardless.

	“For the love of Mike! They’ll soak it all before we get there. Shake a leg!”

	Randall’s grinning bulk filled the doorway. His weather-burned face had a scrubbed look about it, his hair was still wet from the comb, and his big frame was dressed in starched khaki shirt and shorts. The muscles of his calves bulged his brown stockings.

	Bentley pulled his shirt down over his head and tucked it in his shorts.

	“Make yourself useful,” he grunted. “Cigarette case on the desk there. Load it and pull out a spare tin. Those shoes under the bunk.”

	“Shall I powder under your arms, sir?” Randall growled, and took up the cigarette case.

	“Has the boat been called away?” Bentley ignored him.

	“The boat’s been alongside for the past five minutes. That’s what I like about my skipper—always the perfect example of punctuality to the troops. Where the hell do you keep the rest of your smuggled tobacco hoard?”

	“Top right-hand drawer of the desk. If the boat’s been called away before time, that’s the fault of a useless first-lieutenant. Not there, you clot. Right-hand drawer.”

	Randall answered rudely. They disputed amicably in insulting terms until the captain was satisfied he could meet his lord and master, then walked along the narrow-waisted ship to the gangway.

	Mr. Lasenby, the gunner, was officer of the day. His hand came up in a salute so rigid that it set the tip of his fingers quivering. His brown face would have made a Pharaoh’s death-mask look mobile.

	“Keep it clean, sir,” he said through tightly compressed lips. “If you need any help over there the sub will look out for me.”

	“Thank you, Guns,” Bentley said seriously. “I appreciate your offer, but please don’t worry yourself about us. I’m quite sure we’ll be able to handle all they can pour into us.”

	“My shipmate!” Lasenby said, his face expressionless, his eyes fixed on the bridge. And then, in a different tone of voice, “Pipe the side!”

	The pipes shrilled out their piercing cadence of respect for Wind Rode’s commanding-officer, and he followed Randall down into the boat—the captain always leaving last, to avoid his having to wait in the boat for junior officers.

	Bentley settled himself in the stern sheets beside his friend and gazed back at the ship as the boat drew away. But his mind was on the gunner. Both sides of Lasenby had been perfectly demonstrated there—the faultless salute and rigidly set face was the gunnery-officer, the drilled expert who had laid his guns on that enemy destroyer and raked her fore and aft: the poker-faced comments to the officer who was his captain came from the Lasenby who, while still completely respectful to his superior, thought of him as a shipmate, a colleague in the job of keeping their ship taut and efficient.

	It had not always been like that …

	“They’re a good bunch, Bob,” Bentley said suddenly.

	“A hell of a good bunch,” the first-lieutenant grunted. “Now …”

	 

	The party was being held on Thomas’s ship, Greyhound. Thomas, Bromage had told them, had lit up the enemy line with his searchlight and had hardly fired an angry shot while the three other destroyers of the flotilla had clawed and punched their way to victory. He had therefore decided he might as well be the complete mug and dispense liquor and laurel wreaths to the heroes.

	Greyhound was bigger and more modern than Wind Rode; but, Bentley noted with a pride he quickly subdued, she was certainly no cleaner. As the boat swung in for the gangway, Bentley told himself he would have to cut out this habit he had of instantly comparing his ship with others—too much of it could become unhealthy, develop into some sort of complex …

	The officer of the day received them courteously and asked them to follow him. Bentley heard the noise well before he reached the wardroom ladder.

	But then, he grinned to himself, they had something to celebrate—it had been a solid blow at the numerically-superior enemy, one which the Commander-in-Chief fully appreciated, as witness his commendatory signal to Bromage. It should be, Bentley thought with anticipation, a good night.

	The officer of the day pulled back the curtain and led them in.

	From then on it was a succession of strange faces, tankards of beer thrust into their willing hands, with the fat, wide face, creased and twinkling eyes, of the genial Bromage seeming to be always before him.

	“Well,” said a thin voice beside him, penetrating through the hubbub, “how are we doing?”

	Bentley recognised Thomas, the destroyer’s captain. He was as slight as Bromage was broad, and in a shrewdly experienced brown face Bentley noticed the whitest set of teeth he had ever seen. Thomas rubbed a small hand across his flat belly, and smiled up at his Australian guest.

	“Shouldn’t say this, of course—British reserve, the old Silent Service and all that. But you put up a damned good show out there—damned good.” He sipped his beer to cover the slight embarrassment hanging between them. “Your first command, isn’t she?”

	“Yes, sir. I hope the rest of the commission’s a bit less hectic.”

	Thomas glanced at him shrewdly He was not sure what he had expected to meet in the representative of a race usually judged as brash and tough. He found himself enormously pleased with that simple and unaffected “sir”. Bentley was his equal in rank, and could have called him Dick or Harry or Tommo … He chose “sir” because of the inherent gentlemanliness of his nature, and because Thomas was older and more senior in the rank. And Thomas knew this.

	“Great Scott!” he ejaculated. “You’re dry again. On a diet or something? Steward!”

	He flashed Bentley another dental broadside and took up a tankard from a steward equilibrating past under a tray of glasses.

	“Hello, Pommy!” someone shouted from the door. “Don’t let the mob worry you. Come on in!”

	“Oh, hell!” said Bromage beside Bentley.

	Bentley looked at him quickly, and then swung his glance to the door. He was a destroyer captain, for years his brain had been in a state of razored alertness, and he was gifted with an instant certainty when it came to judging men. If he hadn’t been able to judge men down to the last things that made them tick, he wouldn’t have been what he was or in the position he was in at this instant. He could be wrong often and anywhere, incidentally, but not in the fundamentals of situation and character.

	And the man standing in the door, the man who had caused the involuntary ejaculation of dismay from Commander Bromage, was as decent a looking fellow as Bentley could wish to see at this happy moment.

	Because of Bromage’s words, and because his geniality had deepened into concern, Bentley looked at the visitor with considerable interest. He was a big man, heavy, and his sloping shoulders said a lot to Bentley, the boxer. He had a tough, square-jawed face, and his strong lips were clenched around the stem of a pipe in a genial grin as he stepped into the vociferous room. On the shoulder straps of his khaki safari jacket were the crowns of a major, and on his broad chest were three rows of faded medal ribbons.

	Bromage said quickly:

	“I think Beveridge—he’s got Griffin, you know—would like to have a word with you. Over in that far corner.”

	Bentley nodded. Before he could move, the newcomer’s deep voice brushed over the noise in the room: “What the hell’s going on, Tony? I came over for a quiet ear-bashing and find this damned hen party!”

	“I like that,” someone laughed from the end of the mess. “Close the bar, boys—Pomeroy’s arrived.”

	“And, as usual, he’s thirsty,” another deriding voice called.

	Bentley looked back at the man standing with his legs straddled inside the door. Major Pomeroy, apparently, was well-known and well-liked amongst this naval company. He stood there smiling so that his teeth were bared, his pipe angled up like a four-inch gun.

	“All right.” he roared, and took them all in with his blue-eyed stare, “seeing as you press me to stay, I’ll help you lighten your casks. Thank you, steward—this’ll do for a pipe-opener.”

	He grabbed a brimming glass of beer from the passing tray and removed his pipe long enough for the level in the glass to be lowered by about two inches. Then he clamped the pipe back into place and grinned widely at them.

	“There’s only one way you can get rid of me from this cosy little thing.” His voice was still loud, to rise above the animated laughter and talk; so that in the sudden silence it seemed as if he were shouting.

	“And that is,” Pomeroy went on, not conscious of the effect his words had had, “to produce a bloody Australian. You know me, boys. But in this elegant company I can smell no smell. Down the hatch!”

	He lifted his head and disposed of what was left in the glass. He looked round for somewhere to place the empty, and it was then he noticed the still faces, and that the talk had stopped. A curious heavy tenseness like the threat of thunder had crept into the atmosphere.

	A voice, deep as his own, and coming from a chest as big, cut across the silent room.

	“I take it you have something against Australians.”

	“Eh?” Pomeroy looked at the speaker in surprise. Then his face cleared. He was a hefty, well-spoken officer with the two rings of a lieutenant on his shoulders—obviously a stranger from some visiting British ship.

	“Something against ’em?” he went on, and looked around, seeming surprised that he had not had his empty hand filled with a fresh glass. “Oh no, it’s not as bad as that. Apart from the fact that they’re a mob of gutless wonders with a complete lack of discipline under fire, they’re all right, I suppose. On a parade ground in Sydney—or further south, if possible, but God forbid that I ever get mixed up with ’em again in this stoush. Tony! What the hell’s wrong with the grog supply?”

	He grinned amicably at his host, Lieutenant-Commander Thomas. The little destroyer captain gestured hastily to a steward.

	As soon as Pomeroy had mentioned the word “Australian” Bentley’s alerted senses had encompassed the reason for Bromage’s earlier dismay. It was not difficult to put his finger on it. Somewhere, at some time, Pomeroy, British Army major, had obviously come up against Australian troops and had not been impressed. His antipathy was apparently well known: and now he had come unexpectedly into a room wherein, unknown to him, were two of the race he disliked so strongly.

	Bentley wasn’t worried about Pomeroy’s likes and hates: he was concerned with the pugnacious look on Randall’s tough face. He had not had time to prevent the first-lieutenant’s first words to the major, but he could prevent what was about to happen now. Randall was shouldering his way through the crowd to place himself before Pomeroy. His intentions were obviously unfriendly.

	“Bob,” Bentley called quietly, and he felt Bromage stir beside him. Randall did not stop.

	“Bob!” There was no mistaking the tone in the voice this time. Randall turned his head, saw the stony stare on Bentley’s face, and altered his direction in answer to his captain’s gesture.

	“I’m sorry about this,” Bromage said quickly. “I had no idea Pomeroy would come aboard tonight.”

	“Now he’s aboard, sir, do we have to pipe down like a lot of schoolgirls?” Randall had come up to them. His square-jawed face was as uncompromising as a cliff. He looked around the room, where the two other captains and their first-lieutenants were trying to resurrect the earlier jollity.

	“Bit obvious, sir, eh?” Randall said to Bentley, his voice bitter.

	“All right. Bob,” Bentley said, his voice calm. “Take it easy.”

	And then he saw Pomeroy, his brow-hung eyes on Randall, the stranger in their midst, making his way towards them.

	“Take it easy,” Bentley cautioned again, and took a deep breath of smoke into his lungs.

	“Strange dials,” Pomeroy’s deep voice boomed in their ears, “are always welcome in this forsaken hole. My name’s Pomeroy—answer to nothing but Pommy.” He shoved out a ham of a hand.

	“How do you do?” Bentley answered politely. “Bentley. This is Lieutenant Randall, my first-lieutenant.”

	Afterwards, Bentley remembered how Bromage must have felt, and he felt sorry for him. For now the flotilla-leader said hastily:

	“What the hell are you doing here, Pommy? Isn’t there any work for you loafers out in a certain desert? Or has Rommel packed up—I don’t think!”

	Pomeroy ignored him, apart from a brief lengthening of his lips around his pipe stem. He turned to Randall.

	“I was talking about Australians. In this show I’ve always found it pays to pass on your own experience—might save a bloke’s life some time. I tell you this, chum …” He look his pipe out and aimed it at Randall’s taut face like a cannon. “If you ever have anything to do with Australians—don’t. Steer well clear. Unless you like to be let down when the pressure’s on.” He swallowed a large mouthful of beer and licked his lips. “But you birds are lucky. Not likely to be mixed up with ’em at all. Brother, what you’re not missing! Take that stink I heard you fellers got mixed up in last night—don’t know much about it, but we got a bit of a whisper ashore. Bit touchy, eh? But you were all British ships. Hence your presence here now, swilling this filthy stuff.”

	He looked down at the deck, shaking his heavy head. Then he looked up at Randall, and did not seem to notice that the lieutenant’s mouth was set like a ridge of granite.

	“If ever you do have to work with Australians,” Pomeroy went on, his voice serious, with a lecturing quality about it, “make sure you keep ’em well away from any position of importance or responsibility. They’ll crack, you know. No discipline.” He drained his glass. “I know! Fellers should never have been brought over here. A waste of good transports.”

	Pomeroy finished, and looked around for the steward. When he had started, Bentley’s main attention had been on Randall. But as the Army man talked on, the incredulity faded out of Bentley’s features before a spreading hardness of cold calculating anger. He swallowed once, and his chin settled down on his chest.

	He tried to keep it in. He knew he should keep it in, for the sake of Bromage and Thomas, his hosts. Then he thought that restraint would serve only to perpetuate the impression this over-size galoot had of men who had come fifteen thousand miles to help fight in his battle. His head came up, and he looked at Pomeroy. His voice was brittle.

	“Major Pomeroy!”

	The other’s head swung at the tone. He stared at the cold face before him; Bentley’s straight solid eyes drove at him like fists. Geniality tightened into instinctive caution on Pomeroy’s face.

	“I am an Australian,” Bentley said. He had hold of himself now, his intention was clear in his mind. His features were a flat mask of impassively regulated scenery behind his long straight nose. “My first- lieutenant is an Australian. We sail in an Australian ship. She was in the night action you mentioned. You are entitled, I suppose, to your opinion of us. What surprises me is that an officer of your rank should express it with such fatuous imbecility.”

	Surprise had changed to quick anger in Pomeroy’s heavy face. His mouth opened.

	“We are a lot of strange nations banded together in this war,” Bentley’s voice went on remorselessly. “Obviously talk like yours will tend to alienate the bond between us. I repeat—I am surprised that I have to point out to a man of your age the crass stupidity of his actions.”

	There was complete silence in the crowded room; it was hardly broken by a breath. The two officers stood facing each other. Pomeroy big and hard and heavy, Bentley as big, but with a lithe look missing in the other’s heaviness. Pomeroy’s teeth were gripped round his pipe stem, and the corners of his mouth were twisted down under the force of the emotion struggling for release in his face. It seemed as if he might burst abruptly into a bellow of rage, but something—perhaps the cold quietness of the Australian’s tone—kept his voice down, so that it seemed to be half-strangled when he spoke.

	“I see. I did not know you were Australians.” He paused. Bromage’s face relaxed again into something more like its normal geniality.

	“If I had,” Pomeroy went on deliberately, “I should have spared myself the embarrassment of meeting you.”

	Bromage’s face tightened. Earlier he had felt apprehension, the insignificant worry of a host who knows he has brought together men of differing ideas. Now, with Pomeroy’s last words, his face hardened into anger. He stared at the major, and he knew that Pomeroy was having difficulty in holding himself in. And he knew why. Before Bromage could do anything about it, the dam burst.

	“I don’t know what you did out there last night!” Pomeroy snapped. “I wasn’t there. But I was in Greece. And I bloody well nearly went for a Burton because of blasted Australians! I and my men! Crass stupidity, eh? You’re so right. If I hadn’t been so stupid I’d have put the lot of ’em up against a wall and shot the mongrels!”

	“Major Pomeroy!”

	The voice had a whipcrack in it. It came from neither Bentley nor Bromage, but from the slight frame of Lieutenant-Commander Thomas, the ship’s captain. Pomeroy’s head jerked round. He saw Thomas standing a few feet away, his hands down at his sides, and his eyes like gimlets in the weather-toughened face.

	“You already are aware that these two officers are my guests. You still chose to insult them.”

	“What about me?” Pomeroy almost snarled. “I’m not a guest?”

	He glared at the little captain but his gaze was returned from an eye like an ice-pick. Thomas did not answer his question; and every second that passed without that answer served to make the answer more definite. Pomeroy was not a guest—he had come on board uninvited.

	The realisation of this, of what they must be thinking, sent a scarlet tide flooding up into his face. He turned his head from Thomas and stared at Bentley, and now his brown face had gone hard as polished teak.

	“My opinion hasn’t altered,” he said, and swung about abruptly and left the room.

	Bentley lit a cigarette and lowered himself into a chair through a leisured breath of smoke. The move seemed to break the tension. Talk broke out, matches flared, and Bromage sat down beside Bentley.

	“I’m damned sorry,” he said. “I was frightened that might happen,” he went on frankly, “knowing the bloke and his phobia. But I never dreamed he’d go on with it once he knew who you were.”

	“Don’t worry about it.” Bentley smiled sideways at him.

	“I am worried about it,” Bromage answered. He scraped the end of his cigarette around the edge of the tall ashtray near his feet. “What you said has made me realise what the result could be, of talk like that. We know him of old, you know. Quite a nice feller, really. Always spouting about Australians and how useless they are. In here, among us, it didn’t matter. If his story is true, he’s got some reason to beef. But we’re a pretty heterogeneous bunch, as you said—and talk like that won’t help to cement us together.”

	“What is his story?” Bentley asked.

	Bromage hooked a chair round with one foot and nodded to Randall. The first-lieutenant sat down without speaking.

	“Greece,” Bromage started. “Some pass or defile or something. Pomeroy had a platoon then—pretty beaten up, I believe. They’d been on the run southwards to the evacuation beaches for days. Pomeroy detailed an Australian gun-crew to hold the pass while he got his own crowd dug-in to receive the tanks they knew were after ’em.”

	Bromage look up his beer and sipped it. He laid the glass down slowly.

	“It appears that your chaps took one shot at the German tanks then beat it for their lives. Two things make our late friend ropable—he wouldn’t have worried so much if the Aussies had held ’em off long enough for him io dig-in: second, they left the breechblock in the 25-pounder. So there he was caught out in the open more or less, and being fired on with ammo made in Birmingham. I’m afraid it left a nasty taste.”

	“I see.” Bentley drew the last smoke of his cigarette deep into his lungs, and shed the butt in the ashtray. “That would make him more than a bit shirty.”

	“Yes. His crowd were pretty well cut up, I believe. Pomeroy and two others got away.”

	“What I meant,” Bentley persisted, “was that a thing like that would make a man rather browned off towards the gun-crew. But why the hell does he assume the whole race of Diggers are mongrels? They’ve had a stoush or two out there in the desert, you know.”

	“And out there at sea.” Bromage’s face crinkled. “I see your point. But the gun-crew had been Pomeroy’s only contact with your chaps. He’s had no experience of how the rest of you can stoush.”

	“Which makes him even more juvenile than I thought,” Bentley growled. Randall said nothing, but the lift of his brows as he looked at his captain shouted agreement. “He made it clear that he wouldn’t like to fight under or with Australians again. For their sake, I hope they don’t have to. The man’s mind is about as broad as a marlin spike.”

	“Anyway,” Bromage said, who was secretly pleased that this hard-faced couple were taking the insult so well, “that still leaves our little problem unresolved. We’re still a dozen or so bottles unbroached. Heaven knows when we’ll get any more, so … steward!”

	 

	Bromage and Thomas did their best, aided by Beveridge, the lank skipper of Griffin, the fourth boat of the flotilla, but the party never quite regained its earlier spontaneity. It became animated for a time when they re-fought the previous night’s action, and Randall saw the junior British officers looking with something like awe at Bentley as Bromage outlined Wind Rode’s part in the violent hour. The Australian was much younger than his brother captains, and they judged him now with added interest after hearing Pomeroy’s emphatic assessment of this captain’s countrymen.

	It will be a long time before that big lout gets invited into this wardroom, Randall thought with relish.

	The party broke up when Bromage looked at his watch and growled:

	“All right for you young fellers, but I need my sleep. We’ve a job on tomorrow, anyway. Thanks, Tommo—a hell of a nice ding.”

	It was not an order, but it was as good as ... They downed their ones for the gangway and took up their caps. Bentley walked to the head of the gangway with Bromage. The cool night air was welcome after the fug
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