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  “All the officers are dead,” the coxswain said. “You’ll take orders from me.”

He was an expert steersman and, though his navigation knowledge and ship-handling ability were elementary, he knew enough to get Roper home … whilst she steered a steady course in the open seas.

They were trained and responsible men, but all their naval lives they had been used to the instant and unequivocal obeying of orders. No one dared think how much he’d match the trained ability of an enemy captain in action.

Now, after the enemy aircraft had dropped its five hundred pound bomb, there were no orders—only discussion. And they were soon to realise that steering the frigate was vastly different from handling it!
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    	About the Author


  





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)



  

    	CHAPTER ONE


  



WITH THE EXCEPTION of the engineer, lowly employed round her triple-expansion machinery, every officer the frigate carried was on the bridge.

At this time, just after dawn-action stations, the concentration was not unusual. It was the usual place for the captain, first-lieutenant and navigating-officer anyway; the gunner had climbed down from his director and Ping, the asdic sub-lieutenant, had come up from his instrument to retrieve the oilskins he’d left on the bridge after the middle watch. The captain was not fond of loose gear lying about.

She rated no torpedo or radar officers, nor surgeon. A petty-officer looked after her radar quite efficiently, and another, a senior sick-berth attendant, the health of her men. This was normally one hundred per cent, and in action the S.B.A. could sew up a wound or tourniquet a limb well enough, mainly, until his patients could be transferred to a better-equipped ship. He had a somewhat higher incidence of fatalities than a surgeon, but no one, even subconsciously, blamed him for that. They were in a frigate, not the Mayo Clinic. They called him—with that inoffensive jeering and deprecation common to sailors—Bones.

As for torpedoes, she carried none.

She had something the size of a destroyer, yet neither the speed nor the armament. But still, a highly useful craft for her main function—the contacting, hunting and despatch of submarines.

A fraction over three hundred feet long, thirty-six feet in the beam, she rated twenty knots from a boiler output of 6,500 horsepower. Now those were extremely efficient engines: a destroyer of almost the same dimensions and weight required for her thirty-six knots something like forty thousand horsepower—six times the power. The frigate’s speed was adequate for handling submarines, surfaced or dived.

In other directions she could look after herself. Her four four-inch guns in two twin mountings could deliver between them sixty-four rounds a minute, and they could fire with equal facility at a surface vessel or an aircraft. Complementing the big fellows, she rated a quite respectable close-range armament of ten twenty-millimetre oerlikons. These could push out thousands of explosive rounds a minute.

But her main designed sting was in the tail. On the quarterdeck, which made up almost a third of her length, were packed dozens of depth-charges, with more below in the magazine. To aim these she had a proved asdic set, and the proved experience of her captain.

A handy ship. Yet in one respect she was vitally weak. Six and a half thousand horsepower is not a great output for a warship and to gain from it the maximum thrust she had been given no protective armour whatever. Cunningly built, strong enough against the sea, against other alien entry she was practically defenceless—her steel sides were on an average a quarter of an inch thin.

The bridge plating was especially light. It sheltered her officers only from wind and spray.

She carried one hundred and forty officers and men, was a River-class frigate. Her name was Roper.

On this sticky cloud-hung morning Roper was experiencing something the same temperature as that burning round her Arnhem Land namesake. She was a little to the south-west of the middle of the Polynesian Archipelago—just past the International Date Line, not far south of the Equator, Ellice Island two days’ steaming astern, heading for the war-built naval base on Espiritu Santo in the New Hebrides. She was alone.

The whole sky was overcast, low dark clouds looking sullenly down on a glassy and leaden sea. In the days before radar the captain would have been content with that blocking cloud, but not now. An aircraft could still get below it, while at the same time it held a good deal of temperature inversion, and temperature inversion could play merry hell with radar.

On the bridge it was warm and sweaty; in the wheelhouse below the atmosphere was stifling.

With action-stations fallen out the scuttles had been opened. But they had been tightly clipped all night, and the wind was from astern. Waiting for the quartermaster of the morning watch to relieve him, the coxswain in his khaki battle-dress and life-jacket felt like an Eskimo in a Turkish bath. The anticipation of a cold saltwater shower was more delicious than thought of breakfast.

This was just as well, for the coxswain was to eat no breakfast this morning.

He stood before the big spoked wheel with his legs braced apart from years of practice, and he moved the wheel, and thus hydraulic fluid and the steering engine, with economy. With wind and swell astern, Roper was swivelling a bit, but easily and automatically the coxswain kept the lubber’s line, which was her head, ticking a fraction either side of the mark which was her course. He could do this in heavier seas than these.

He was a large man, something more than six feet, so that to repeat an order from the bell-mouthed voice-pipe he had to bend a little. His face was deeply tanned and pleasantly ugly; the broken nose was a memento from a football field. That was some years ago, when the coxswain could look after himself in any rough and tumble. Now he was still fit enough, but with the beginnings of a bulge above his leather belt.

But the coxswain had more than size now to ensure that his will was done. He was the senior man on the lower-deck. On paper a midshipman was his superior officer. On paper. There were many occasions on which the captain had sought particular information, even advice, from this seasoned man, for he was the only man in the ship capable of giving it. His loyalty, his discretion, his knowledge and experience were unquestioned. He was aged thirty-two, the same as the captain, and he was carried on the ship’s books as Chief Petty-Officer Kenneth James McBride.

McBride could have turned over the wheel to one of the telegraphmen who acted also as helmsmen, but he’d had her since action-stations and he might as well turn over directly to his relief. Through the thin plating above his head he could hear the slurring thump of feet as the morning watchmen took over, and now and then a voice down the pipe. He heard a voice cursing the heat, and knew that the gunner had come down from his sweat-box a few feet above the bridge.

As he heard the captain’s caustic yet pleasant comment on the gunner’s overweight McBride smiled, but inwardly. He smiled little openly, and rarely laughed —not through any natural taciturnity of character, but because he had been for a long time responsible for the discipline in ships, and that is a stern task. It leaves its mark on the man who practises it. In many ways he was like the captain.

He smiled now because he was sharing subconsciously the relief on the compass platform above his head. Neither did the captain laugh frequently—one of the burdens of command—and he had joked just then, if briefly, because the ship had come safely through the night and because there seemed nothing about to impede her progress through the day.

Roper was operating in the south-west Pacific, which presupposed at once that she had seen a good deal of violence. But not last night, and, it would seem, not this morning. She was that many hours closer to friendly security. It was not pleasant to be alone in this area.

McBride put on ten degrees of wheel to check her started swing, and eased it off as soon as she began to move back, so that when the lubber’s line came to rest the ship was dead on course. It was economical steering which saved the steering-engine and kept the wake almost straight, and it only looked simple. There was much experience behind that ten-degree pull. A lesser steersman, even in this swell, would have had the wake like a dog’s hind leg, and the engine continually clattering.

A long glassy swell surged against Roper’s quarter. In obedience to the pressure over-riding the balanced thrust of her two screws the lubber’s line started to wander. McBride’s hands moved. And then his eyes flicked alertly to the wide mouth of the voice-pipe. The cry had been indistinct, but the captain’s voice was close and clear. It was not joking. Curt, sharp, the captain demanded:

“How many?”

McBride did not hear the lookout’s “Single aircraft, sir.” But there was no doubt about the nerve-ragging clangour of the alarm, nor the captain’s order: “Full ahead both engines, stand-by for manoeuvring.”

McBride repeated the order and saw it executed. Then the captain said:

“Cox’n?”

McBride understood. “Cox’n on the wheel, sir.”

“Good. We have company. One aircraft, almost certainly from a carrier, coming in low on the starb’d beam ”

There was a thud as a scuttle swung shut. “Aye, aye, sir,” McBride acknowledged. He moved the wheel, steering very fine, waiting for the order which would have the wheel spinning in a blur of spokes.

“No bloody breakfast,” a voice growled beside him.

“Keep silent,” McBride said.

His voice was flat, with no anger in it. The wheel-house team was young, but their years bore no relationship to their experience. The coxswain knew that after that typical sailor’s whinge they would remain quiet, so that a breath could come down to him through the pipe: the pipe that was now one of the ship’s most vital nerves.

The plates beneath his feet were quivering, but he did not need that evidence of her increasing speed. He had it in his hands, knowing that where ten degrees of wheel were required before, now five sufficed. She was a taut ship, designed to handle nippily.

And then McBride had other evidence. Like the compass platform, the wheelhouse’s structure was thin. The sound shafted in, a deep and swiftly growing pulse. God, that’s close, he thought. He said:

“Stand-by,” and leaned his face a little closer to the brass mouth.

Then the ship was jolted violently, and the bark of the guns drowned the aircraft’s snarl. But McBride heard his captain plainly enough. The spokes spun.





  


    	CHAPTER TWO


  


IT WAS NOT surprising that all the executive officers were killed. It is astonishing that this had not happened more often.

There were other reasons—the ship, falling-out from action-stations, was caught in a state of flux; the aircraft had got in close through the cloud cover—but the main reason, the only one which mattered, was that in three hundred feet of ship the officers were concentrated on a platform about ten feet long.

It was that cloud cover which, while killing so efficiently, saved the coxswain. Normally the bomb would have been dropped from a height. Thus, aimed as it was with skilful and malicious intent, it would have ploughed through the thin plating of the compass platform deck and would probably have wrecked the whole bridge structure.

But the cloud forced the aircraft in very low. The captain’s order and McBride’s wheel swung the ship in towards it, a correct manoeuvre that presented her slim length instead of her broadside. Each at full speed, frigate and aircraft rushed to meet. The bomb dropped.

There were the forrard four-inch mounting and several oerlikons capable of engaging a target right ahead. But guns which fire even sixteen shells a minute are handicapped against an aircraft closing the range at better than three hundred knots. A-mounting got off two broadsides and then was out of it. There were left the oerlikons.

These guns have long slim barrels. They fire so fast that they seem to be squirting projectiles. Smoke hoses out in a continuous stream, and even two guns can knit a glowing lacework of tracer.

The red sparks fled towards the aircraft. Not every shell had the burning phosphorus in its base, so that there were many more shells in the air than the tracer indicated. Low, head-on, the aircraft made a first-class target, and the bright sparks swarmed all over it, winking out as they bit in, signalling back to the oerlikon gunners what they were up to with yellow streamers of flame.

The pilot, his job done and desperate to escape that explosive flail, pulled back on the control column. This exposed the whole belly of the aircraft. Reacting automatically, the gunners elevated. The hosing streams laced their target from end to end, but it was the front end which was vital. The pilot was dead before his machine rushed over the ship and canted on one wingtip and drove forcefully into the sea.

Neither the captain nor any of his officers on the bridge saw their enemy’s end.

Flung low in an almost flat trajectory, the bomb struck first the top of the shield round A-mounting. It struck with its rounded shoulder. Bounced upward at invisible speed, the bomb entered the plating on the forrard end of the bridge.

That plating was thin, but even water can be as hard as concrete if struck with sufficient velocity. There was more than enough hardness to jolt the bomb’s fuse into action. A fractional breath of time after penetrating the plating the bomb exploded.

Vented into the open, unresistant air the actual explosion did expectedly small damage to the metal surrounds of the compass platform. ‘But flesh is not so tough as metal. Some men had the life blown out of them through instant and violent concussion, but the splinters wreaked the main toll.

A five hundred pound bomb is about five feet long, and fat. That is quite a deal of casing. Every square inch of that hardened steel was designedly blown into fragments, some of them jagged slivers almost a foot long. The bridge was lacerated by this white-hot storm.

Every man there, signal yeoman and bosun’s mate as well, was killed, some with small bullets in a vital part, others with torsos and abdomens chopped open. The gunner was the unluckiest.

He was on the short ladder leading to the director’s door. His head and shoulders were inside the steel box. Another second and his whole body would have been protected. In that second a forward-flung rain of steel took him about the waist. It cut his body almost in half, and completely severed his spinal column. Jammed by his spread elbows through the door, he hung down against the ladder, his heart not pumping but gravity draining the upper half of his body into a pool of shining redness on the deck below.

The force of the explosion had been dissipated in the air. Roper shook only a little, as if her flaired bow had thumped into a head sea. Quivering normally, she surged on across the quiet water, the wind of her passage taking the smoke from her bridge and the sea beginning already to eat at the frothy circle where the aircraft had plunged in.

Dazed by the abrupt thunder-clap so close above his head, McBride dug a finger into one ringing ear and kept the ship steady with the other hand while he leaned forward so as not to miss the briefest order from the voice-pipe.

The only thing which emerged from the pipe was a smell.

McBride was fully aware that she had been hit on the bridge or close by, but he could not conceive of the completeness of the calamity. For a quarter of a minute he waited, the telegraphmen beside him waiting and silent, smelling the stench from the pipe, their young faces frowning with alarm. Normally they could hear all sorts of movement above them—distant voices, a cough, a thump as some officer stepped down from the binnacle grating, the slither of feet pacing, or walking to the chart-table. Now the bridge was absolutely silent.

There were noises from A-mounting—a continuous moaning, a crisp ordering voice which McBride identified as the gun captain’s. But they were not the noises he waited for. They served only to accentuate the total lack of communication from the ship’s dead brain. McBride could wait no longer. He knew he had never before asked anything like the question now in his mind, and almost tentatively he put it.

“Bridge? Wheelhouse—bridge? All well?”

His face was close in against the voice-pipe mouth. The stench from that mouth sickened him. He drew back a little and tried again:

“Bridge? Wheelhouse—bridge?”

His voice was louder this time, a demand in it. He might as well have whispered to himself. Not for a moment believing they were all dead, thinking only in terms of wounded, McBride said in an authoritative voice:

“Jamieson, take the wheel. I’m going to the bridge.”

The young seaman slid sideways, grasped the spokes. “Yes, Chief. Same course?”

That was such an extraordinary question to ask of anybody but a bridge officer of the watch that McBride should have been struck by its oddness, and the perspicacity of the youngster who asked it. But his mind was too full, so that he answered as curtly as the captain might have done:

“Maintain course and speed.”

Then he had dragged open the sliding door and was out in the warm, dull daylight.

Here the smell was simply acrid, the odour of burnt explosive, familiar. He glanced aft. Still at action-stations, the ship seemed normally quiet and alert, the decks empty of men except down on the quarterdeck where the depth-charge crews were staring forrard towards the bridge. McBride gripped the ladder rail and swung himself on to the rungs.

He stepped on to the compass platform.

Even then, faced with what was before him, he still felt a lingering diffidence at his presence on the bridge, unasked for. All the long years of training and discipline told him he should be in the wheel-house, at his action post; and he had left that post without orders.

Then shock smote him, smashing aside the influence of his training and his diffidence, and he stared at the red shambles with horror.

McBride had been at war a long time, since it began. It was not Death that shocked him, but who had died. It didn’t need a doctor to diagnose the damage done by that close-range blast. He knew at once that every man on the bridge was gone. And the captain …

He had been facing forrard. The explosion had lifted and twisted him at the same time, jamming his body between a soft-iron sphere and the binnacle.

McBride had known him in this ship for two years, and before that in other ships. But now as the captain hung there, and faced him, he was recognisable only by the three gold rings on the shoulders of his shirt.

Impelled by a hope which he refused to recognise as hopeless, McBride hurried from form to form. He knew war, he had seen many things, yet his guts were twisting when he came slowly back to the binnacle. His inspection took less than a minute; not two had passed since the aircraft went in.

He stopped in front of the captain.

McBride had worked in the closest harmony with this officer. His respect for him was complete. It seemed horrible that the captain should be dead, and still upright in such a ghastly pose. It was unnatural to the captain as a man, and to his supreme authority.

Involuntarily McBride turned his head aside. His hands went out. The voice, springing from the pipe beside the binnacle, seemed to be coming from the captain’s mangled face:

“Bridge? You there, Cox’n?”

That recognisable voice, coming from a familiar place, seemed to drop like a salve of sanity into the horror on the bridge. McBride remembered how it was down there, not knowing what was going on when you had the direction of the ship literally in your hands.

He bent to the voice-pipe. His face was not a foot away from the captain’s. He closed his eyes. For years he had handled ships in confined waters and under attack, always under orders, and now for the first time he gave an order in conning one:

“Half-ahead both engines, one-two-oh revolutions, starb’d twenty, steer two-one-oh degrees.”

There was nothing wrong with the orders, the coxswain having heard and executed a million of them. They slowed the ship back to twelve knots and put her on the original course. But the helmsman identified the voice that gave them, and it was understandable that even as he moved the wheel in obedience he failed in his other duty.

With worry and shock McBride’s voice was defensively harsh:

“Repeat the orders!”

“Ah—half-ahead both, one-two-oh revs, steer two-one-oh…” The helmsman just stopped on “sir.”

 “Twenty degrees of starb’d wheel, on Chief,” he ended.

“All the officers are dead,” McBride said. “You’ll take your orders from me.”

“Jesus … Yes, Chief. Steady on two-one-oh.” The helmsman was nineteen. With his eyes still closed McBride said in a briskly matter-of-fact tone:

 “Steer close now, Jamieson, we’ll make it all right. Everything’s under control. I’m going to be busy up here. I’m relying on you, now. You’re with me?”

There was a pause. Then the youngster answered:

“Yes, Chief, she’ll be apples.”

It was surely the oddest remark to be passed up that voice-pipe, delivered in an odd voice, but McBride found nothing extraordinary in this—it seemed of a piece with the shocking disaster which had so abruptly struck the ship. He leaned forward and tugged out the microphone.

“First-aid party on the bridge at the double,” he ordered, and then he replaced the microphone and very gently drew the captain clear of his unnatural support.

Bones—otherwise Petty-officer Aubrey Stainton—was a Reserve, and of superior intelligence, at least academically speaking. He had his Leaving, and he had hopes of studying medicine. There was some doubt that these would be realised, his father being a house painter. But there was no doubt that Hitler offered him the chance to learn at least one aspect of
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