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CHAPTER ONE

MANY THINGS ABOUT A battleship’s quarterdeck might be
expected to strike a destroyer captain as interesting—even
extraordinary—so that it was not surprising when Commander Peter
Bentley stepped from the gangway platform on to the deck of the
flagship in Trincomalee his eyes were attracted directly to the four
gun barrels of the after turrets.

And not simply because he was a gunnery-officer. It was the
massiveness of the barrels which drew his attention. They reached
from the armoured gun-housesin rigid and steely menace, thicker
than hiswaist, laty-grey monsterswhose rifled mouths could vomit
man-high shellsweighing close on aton.

The six-feet thick breeches of those guns were rooted in gun-
houses greater in areathan hisown destroyer’ sbridge, and protected
from alien entry by an overlay of armoured steel 11 inches thick.

The respectful pipes of the quarterdeck staff twittered to silence.
Bentley was a destroyer captain, but if he had been commanding-
officer of the small harbour-defence launch patrolling across the
boom entrance, and had come aboard the admiral’ s ship, he would
still have been received with a pipe. A general or an air-marshal
would have been met with mere bugles...

“Good morning, sir,” acrisp, pleasant voice greeted, “would you
follow me, please?’

He returned the officer of the day’ s salute and trailed him to the
large hatch leading down under the quarterdeck. Thelieutenant was
Randall’ s counterpart, in rank, but where Wind Rode’ sfirst-lieutenant
had been last seen by his captain in the wardroom in faded khaki
shorts and shirt and sandals, this flagship specimen was complete
with starch, creases, long stockings, shoes, polished sword belt and
telescope.

They thumped expertly down the almost vertical ladder and
Bentley found himself in a huge compartment with white-painted
walls and bulkheads and polished corticene floor which might have
been the envy of the most fastidious housewife.

Less than 24 hours before the Fleet, 300 miles east of its base,
had been subjected to a heavy and savage air attack. This
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compartment would have been cluttered with fire-hoses and sand
buckets and men in fear-nought suits. Now, Bentley reflected with
an inward grin, it looked as though the ship had been anchored in
Portsmouth for the past 12 months.

The Royal Navy may not have founded the Society for Spit and
Polish, but it certainly had been an interested spectator at the
ceremony.

“Here we are, sir,” the lieutenant said, and halted before a
bulkhead door in the after end of the compartment. He inclined his
head alittle on one side and from the other side of the closed door
came amuted murmur of voices. The lieutenant glanced at Bentley.

“Rear-Admiral Jerrold still inthere.”

Bentley nodded. Jerrold was the flag-officer commanding the
cruiser squadron. The thought slipped into his mind that perhaps his
own summons to the flagship might be connected with Jerrold’s
presence; it was quite possible that Wind Rode could be detailed to
escort a cruiser on a high-speed mission somewhere.

He stood there, thinking, hisforefinger rubbing across hischin,
wonderingif he should insist on the lieutenant knocking. The admiral
was noted for punctuality; Bentley’ s summons had read nine o’ clock,
and it was now almost two minutes past that hour.

The lieutenant in turn had no qualms about not knocking—not
with two flag-officers in conference on the other side of that shut
door. His eyes were covertly studying the tall, hard officer in front
of him, aman not much older than himself and yet already lord of
his own command, a modern Fleet destroyer.

Bentley had decided, and was forming in his mind the words
which would convincethe battleship’ s officer that the destroyerman’s
presence was connected with the rear-admiral’ s, when he was saved
thetrouble.

The voices came suddenly closer, and the door opened.

“All right then, Jerrold,” came a brisk voice, “we'll leave it at
that. Box-barrage at six thousand feet. It might hold ‘em off.”

Bentley stood at attention, staring straight ahead, not wishing to
givetheimpression that he waslistening to this high-level gunnery
decision. But he could not help flicking a glance at the officer who
sailed under his command a score of fighting ships, including three
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battl eships and upwards of twelve thousand men.

So that he saw the almost imperceptible and permissive nod the
admiral gavetothelieutenant. Thejunior officer hurried off. Bentley
knew why, at the same time as he appreciated the thoughtful ness of
the admiral—a flag-officer would shortly be leaving the ship, and
the officer of the day, the man responsible for his proper piping and
departure, was well down below decks.

“And you, | presume, are Commander Bentley?’

“Yesdr.”

Bentley could look directly into the admiral’ s face now. He had
met Sir Sidney Granville twice before, and once again he was affected
by the contrast and wind-reddened, almost cherubic face, now
smiling, and the alert intensity of the admiral’ seyes. The key to the
man’ swhole success and fighting vigour wasin those eyes.

“One of our bright young destroyer boys,” Granville smiled at
Jerrold, “and an Australian.”

Jerrold nodded, and Bentley said formally:

“Good morning, sir.”

There was no doubt about Jerrold. He had his cap on, and the
tight-skinned face under it was curt and authoritative. The admiral
might have been—except for his eyes—a genia type of London
office-manager: Jerrold could have been mistaken for nothing but a
hard-bitten fighting seaman.

Yet he was two wide ranks away from Granville, and
immeasurably distant in power and responsibility.

“There snothing else, sir?’ Jerrold said.

“That’sall. Doyou mind...?" nodding at Bentley.

“Of course not, sir. | know my way. Goodbye, sir. Bentley.”

Y ou do not salute below decksin aBritish warship, nor can you
salute with your cap off. Bentley was already at attention. He
answered:

“Goodbye, sir,” and Granville stepped back into his cabin.

“Comeonin, Bentley.”

Bentley stepped in over the coaming and at the admiral’ sgesture
he shut the door. There was another man in the huge cabin, he saw, a
petty-officer steward, hastily emptying two ashtrays.

Obviously the steward had been present at the earlier discussion,
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but now the admiral said:

“That will do, Jackson. Until further orders| do not want to be
disturbed.”

“Aye, aye, sir,” the steward answered, and | eft the cabin at once.

“Sit down, Bentley. Cigarette?’ Bentley took one from the wooden
box, murmuring histhanks, wondering why thisinterview wasto be so
obvioudly confidential. Hewas not in the least alarmed that it might be
unpleasant—an admiral of aF eet wasnot intheleast averseto delivering
hisrockets publicly, by signal, and for him to send for ajunior officer to
censure him the offence would need to be grave indeed.

Commander Bentley was no nominee for sainthood, but neither
had he blotted his copybook enough to warrant that sort of interview.

“1 suppose you' re wondering what thisis all about?’

Thefacelooking back at him wasquizzical, completely pleasant,
the blue eyes magnetised to his with an intensity that Bentley felt
waswholly natural, and permanent.

“1 have given it somethought, sir.”

“And what have you come up with?’

“Nothing, I'm afraid, sir. Unlessit might be some—well, secret
sort of mission for adestroyer.”

“Near-miss, Bentley. The damn thing's secret enough, believe
me! But nothing in the nature of a mission. Does that disappoint
you?’

That wasdll, just thosefour words. Y et Bentley, competent captain
and normal human being, knew with absol ute certainty that thewords
were intended to convey that the admiral was acquainted with his
earlier lone-handed missions in\Wind Rode.

Heknew al so, with the same definiteness, that that would bethe
only praise heand his ship would receivefrom thisresponsible officer.

“1 suppose it does a little, sir. Being a destroyerman yourself,
you will appreciate the—ah—comfort’ s of detached duty.”

The admiral, twenty shipsand 12,000 men regardless, was also
human. “Y ou knew | had a destroyer?’

“Yes, dr. Dover Patrol in the first war, Dogger Bank...”

“1 see. Well, now...” The voice changed, relegating confidences
to their rightful limbo. Bentley |eaned forward alittle.

“1 want your ship to carry out thetrial of anew and highly secret
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weapon, Bentley. The back-room fellows of the Underwater Weapons
Research Section at the Admiralty have developed the thing, and
they’ve sent it out to mefor testing.”

Granville saw the questionsforming in hislistener’ sfaceand he
answered one of them.

“Why out here?1 don’t know. Unlessthe weapon’ s so important
that it has to be tested in a comparatively remote area.” He leaned
back in his chair and fumbled in his pocket, drawing forth akey on
achain. “ Asadestroyerman, you will appreciateitsimportance.”

While Bentley waited, silent, the admiral unlocked the long
drawer running under the top edge of his desk and drew out a
photograph. Even before he was shown what the photograph
portrayed, Bentley guessed that an enemy power would giveaking's
ransom for alook at it, yet it was kept locked in a desk drawer. But
that desk was in an admiral’s cabin in a British battleship. There
could hardly be a safer place...

Granville tossed the large square of celluloid on the desk.

“Thereyou are,” he said.

Bentley took it up. His first reaction was disappointment. His
imagination had been stirred by theadmiral’ swords, and by hisnovel
position alone with him in his guarded cabin. And for what?
Something that looked like an enormous, fat shell, but not pointed
likeaprojectile, bearing instead a softly rounded nose. “Well?" said
theadmiral.

“I’ve never seen it before, sir,” Bentley admitted. “But it looks
to me something like an outsize torpedo warhead.” Still staring at
the photograph, he shook his head. “I can’'t imagine the size of a
torpedo needed to carry athing like that. Every tubein the destroyer
flotillas would have to be redesigned.” He smiled, apologetically.
“I"'m sorry, sir, but it seems to me our torpedo warheads are
sufficiently powerful asthey are.”

“Strange,” said the admiral, “that our thoughts should run along
thesamelines. Atfirgt, thatis. A destroyerman’ smentality, | suppose.
No, Bentley, that is not atorpedo warhead. Yet it is designed to be
fired from atorpedo tube.”

Bentley looked at the admiral, back again at the photograph. Then
hesaid:
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“Yes, gr.”

“Neither | nor the scientists are half-witted, Bentley,” theadmiral
answered the two resigned words, his mouth twitching. “ This beast
here,” aforefinger tapping the photograph, “is an anti-submarine
weapon.”

Bentley’s eyes flicked up to hisface.

“A depth-charge?’

“Precisely. It holds more than aton of anew explosive, Torpex.”

“My God,” Bentley said softly.

“Precisely,” the admiral said again. “If it works, the radius of a
destroyer’s lethal attacking area is vastly increased. | have the
calculations here somewhere, but without bothering about them |
cantell you this—if thisthing explodes anywherein thevicinity of a
submarine, just one of them, mind you, the strongest U-boat will be
crushed flat both by the explosive blast and the transmitted pressure
of the surrounding water. You understand?’ Bentley understood
perfectly. Wind Rode's depth charges weighed 300 pounds, and they
held what wasthen regarded asahighly efficient explosive, amatol.
This new weapon held more than two thousand pounds of an even
more powerful disruptive.

Histrained thoughtsran on and the admiral answered them.

“Therearetwo complications,” hesaid quietly. “ First, the charge
isso large and heavy that existing depth-charge throwing equipment
cannot handleit. Hence the tubefiring. And if it works as expected,
one tube-loading will suffice for one submarine. The second
complication ismore serious.”

He glanced up at Bentley and the destroyer captain answered the
look: “ Speed?’

“Exactly. And that is the main purpose of thisinitial trial of the
weapon. We know that an explosive charge as heavy as that could
have unhappy effects on afiring ship’s rudder and screws. Unless
sheistravelling at a high escaping speed. Even then the back-room
boys' calculations could bewrong. But thereisonly oneway to find
out.”

“Yes, sir. Er—where is the weapon now?’ “In A-turret’s
magazine. Crated in a wooden box.” The admiral’s finger tapped
again at the photograph. “ There are three men on this station who
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have seen this, Bentley. The Fleet torpedo-officer, myself—and now
you. You follow me?’

“Perfectly, sir.”

“Not a word, not a suggestion of a word, must leak out about
this. | doubt if there are any German agentsin Ceylon, but the same
cannot be applied to Japanese. Once we have tested the thing, and it
isasuccess, it will matter littleif word getsaround. Infact, it might
be a good thing if the enemy learns we have a secret weapon that
makes asubmarinekill certain.”

“Yes, sir. Whenwill thetrial take place?’

“It will be about three weeks before we' reready. A Reserve officer
will join your ship for the test. Heis alieutenant-commander, but |
wouldn’t beimpressed by hisjunior rank if | wereyou.”

Bentley’ slipstwisted in asmall smile. Thelieutenant-commander
would certainly be a scientist; he had himself in his own ship a
Reserve officer, Lieutenant Peacock, who held, as well as his two
navy stripes, a Doctorate of Science from Melbourne University,
and who had forgotten more about asdic sets than the regular Navy
operatorsknew.

“No, sir. | imaginewe will be conducting the test alone?’

“Notat all. | will synchroniseitwith aFleet sailing. | want to see
that thing go up myself.”

“1 understand, sir.” He paused before his next question. Not that
he would mind, at all, giving his men some hard-earned leave, in a
decent sort of port; but Trincomalee was not renowned for its
recreational facilities, and they would be better off occupied at sea
than stagnating in thistype of harbour.

“Y ou saidthreeweeks, sr. My shipwon't be held herefor that time?’

“Not at all. Youwill carry on your normal escort and screening
duties. In any case | haven't enough destroyersto relieve you from
Fleet duties, even if | wanted to.”

“Yes, gr.”

“Well now, that’'s about al, for the moment. Keep your tubes
normally loaded until you receive a certain package.” The admira
butted his cigarette.

Eveninface of that dismissing gesture Bentley said: “1f you don’t
mind my asking, sir... why wasWind Rode sel ected for thistest?’
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“Because you have a new ship, and a fast one,” the admiral
answered briskly. “I don’t want an engine-room breakdown with that
thing about to explode.”

“1 see. Thank you, sir.”

“1 cannot stress strongly enough the importance of speedin this,
Bentley. If you aretravelling at lessthan 30 knotsit isquite possible
that you could have your whole stern fractured, if not blown off.
Y ou understand that?”

“1’m convinced, sir,” the younger man smiled.

“All right then. Depth-settings and other calculations will be
decided on later. This morning | wished merely to put you in the
picture.”

The senior head nodded and Bentley stood up quickly. He was
reaching for his cap when the admiral said, musingly:

“1 imagine pretty well your whole ship’s company knows | sent
for you?’

Theinterview had been pleasant. The admiral, once you avoided
those eyes, was avery pleasant man. Bentley risked it.

“I imaginethey expect meto come back either With the Victoria
Cross, sir, or on astretcher...”

“M’mmm.” Not avery bright joke, Bentley decided. Theadmiral
continued:

“There will have to be some acceptable reason why | sent for
you. Let me see—what wasthat last fracas | heard you got into? And
made no attempt to get out of ? East of here, wasn't it?”’

“Wedid runinto aJap cruiser squadron south of the Indies, yes,
sr.”

“Totheir sorrow, | understand. Very well then. Y ou may tell your
first-lieutenant and officers that | sent for you to congratulate you
and the ship’s company.”

“Aye, aye, Sir.”

“And,” the admiral offered aquizzical grin, “as| don’t wish to
bethought aliar, even in thisrestricted company—congratul ations,
Bentley, on afine piece of fighting seamanship.”

“Thank you, sir.”

“Y ou can find your own way up through the labyrinth?’

“Yes, gr.”

- J.E. Macdonnell: The Blind Eye Page 12 -



“Goodbye.”

“Goodbye, sir.”

Bentley turned and walked to the door. As he did so he saw the
admiral turning back to his paper-cluttered desk, and he got the
impression that that smiling face and gimlet eyes had infinitely more
to worry about than the testing of a newfangled secret weapon.

He reached the stretching expanse of quarterdeck, and his keen
eyes did not fail to take in the covert curiosity on several officer-
faces. It was not hard for him to manage arevealing smile, for the
very fact of theadmiral’ sknowing about his defending of hisconvoy
against a Jap cruiser squadron was sufficient, even without his stated
congratulations. Commander Bentley, skill and experienceregardless,
was avery human officer...

He sat in the stern-sheets of Wind Rode's motor boat and as he
was taken back across the ship-crammed harbour he was thinking of
asoft-nosed, uncomplicated-looking, super depth-charge. Thething
looked simple enough, but then so did afifteen-inch shell, and Bentley
needed little scientific background to appreciate the months, possibly
years, of research which must have goneinto the design and building
of thefrightful weapon hewastotest. If the new depth-chargeworked
successfully, if it was proved that its discharge was harmless to the
firing ship, then the whole war against U-boats could be
revolutionised. It would be acase of simply find—and fire. If thefat
canister proved harmless for the firing ship. If it did not, then his
ship’s selection for the test would prove to be a dubious honour. He
wasthinking about removing al normal depth-chargesand explosives
from the quarterdeck, as well as men, when the motorboat ran up
alongside the destroyer’ s gangway.
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CHAPTER TWO

IN HIS CABIN BENTLEY pondered on how be should deliver
theadmiral’ smessage, and thus satisfy the ship’ s curiosity about his
summons. Hewould haveliked to clear lower-deck and addressthe
men himself, for Granville had been vehement in stressing the need
for secrecy, and there had to be no doubts in any man’s mind asto
thereason for the flagship visit.

But the congratulations could be delivered in a couple of
sentences, hardly ajustification for gathering almost 200 men together
from their work. He had decided that anotice, signed by himself, on
the main notice-board would suffice, when a knock sounded at his
door.

“Come.”

Randall had received his captain at the gangway, but Bentley
had made straight for hiscabin. Now thefirst-lieutenant’ sface ashe
stepped in was deliberately uncurious. The attempt to hide hisconcern
was so patent that Bentley’ s mouth pulled down at the cornersin an
appreciativegrin.

“Thereyou are, Bob,” he greeted hisfriend and deputy, “it took
you longer than | expected.” Randall noticed the grin, and the sheet
of paper under Bentley’ shand. He said, relieved:

“What are you up to? Writing an application for aV.C., or your
resignation?’

“Unfortunately no notice would be taken of either,” Bentley
grimaced. “No, shipmate—you are looking at an officer who has
just been handed a very nice pat on his careworn shoulders by his
admiral,”

Randall lowered himself into achair. Histough, honest face was
furrowed with the wide stretch of hisgrin.

“No! Which shindig?’

“There are more than one?’ Bentley laughed. “ The Jap cruiser-
sgquadron.”

“So the old coot heard about that? Nice work, What'd he say?’

“He didn’t write a book about it, | must say. Things were a bit
crowded. | followed the Rear-Admiral, Cruisersin, and heaven knows
who came after me. Let me see now...”
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“Asif you don't remember every damn word he said!” Randall
charged.

“1 think they might be recalled to my mind,” Bentley smiled.
“Wetaked abit about destroyers—he wasin the boats, you know—
and anti-submarinetactics, that sort of thing. Then he asked meif |
had a clue as to why he’d sent for me, and | had to answer in the
negative, so he smiled avery nice smile and told meto congratulate
the ship’s company—negative first-lieutenant—on a fine piece of
seamanship and stoushing agai nst those Jap cruisers. Then he butted
his cigarette—I| must remember the way he did that—and | wasin
no doubt that the interview had ended. Then back | came to this
speck on the water.”

“Well, now,” Randall said, hisface quiteincapable of concealing
the pleasure he felt, and Bentley felt a twinge of conscience at his
own deceit, “that was bloody nice of him. Of course you mentioned
that it wasthe first-lieutenant who insisted on remaining and facing
the foe?’

“Of course,” Bentley nodded, and his momentary and unjustified
twinge was replaced by relief that his second-in-command had
accepted the story so readily.

“Will you clear lower-deck?’

“No. Before | wasrudely interrupted | was writing anote to the
ship’scompany.”

“Yes,” agreed Randall, “that might be better.”

“Thank you,” the captain said solemnly. “And now...” taking up
his pen suggestively.

“Y ouforgot to butt your cigarette,” Randall grinned. “In any case
| didn’t come up here just to hear whether you'd been court-
martialled. While you' ve been chewing the fat with four fat rings,
something hastranspired aboard.”

Bentley’ sglance was sharp, the bantering forgotten, but Randall’ s
unworried face reassured him.

“Such as?’

“Such as the boxing tournament—the Fleet championship. Y our
cabber acrosstheway ismighty keen on physical fithess—or didn’t
he discussthat?’

“Get onwithit!”
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“It seems in the flagship,” Randall obeyed, “there is a bloke
mighty handy with his mitts. Amateur heavyweight champ of
England, something like that. Up till now nobody could be found
stupid enough to have alash at him. But as from ten minutes ago—
just after you returned aboard, in fact—H.M.A. destroyer Wind Rode
finds herself the challenger to the flagship.”

Bentley’ s smile was easy, a gesture born of definite conviction.

“That’swhat you think,” he remarked, and shuffled the sheaf of
paper on which he was waiting to write. “I’m a bit too old in the
tooth to go about taking on amateur heavyweight champions.”

Randall’ s grin widened, and his captain proceeded to disabuse
hismind of any frivolity it might entertain.

“First, my stoushing is now confined to getting out of trouble
you can’'t handle yourself. Second. I’'m a commanding-officer,
elevated beyond the nasty delights of jaw-bashing—thank heaven!
Third. I’'mway out of condition. And fourth—and final—he might
beat me. Atthemoment | have anicelittle cup sitting in that bookcase
there. | don’t intend it to remain there under false pretences. And
there are some pretty hefty specimenson board here. If | came back
licked we' d have amutiny inside twenty-four hours.”

Randall looked at him, still grinning, hislarge head held alittle
on one side in mock puzzlement.

“l haven't,” he said, “acluewhat you' re drivelling about.”

“Eh?’

“1 agree with everything you just said. Completely. You'refat as
a pig, and you won that cup under false pretences anyway; you
couldn’t fight your way out of alight fog.”

Bentley’ ssmilewas still easy.

“There' snofog surrounding your childishintentions,”” he sneered,
“you haven't a hope of talking meinto it. Now clear out for Pete’s
sake.”

“At your command, master,”’ bowed hisfriend, “1’m on my way.
But...”

“Well? What isit?

“1 know you' re slipping—keenness dieswith old age, | suppose.
But | thought the commanding-officer would at least show some
slight interest in the name of the bloke who’ s volunteered to uphold
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the honour of the ship, and all that.” You don’t get to command a
Fleet destroyer with sump-0il clogging up your mental processes.
The truth dawned on Bentley before he asked:

“What the devil are you gabbling about?’

“A man. A seaman. A petty-officer, A bloke you've had some
fisticuffswith.”

Bentley laid down his pen.

“Gellatly,” he stated.

“Gellatly,” Randall nodded. “He's done quite a bit of it, asyou
know. Pretty handy with ‘em, they tell me.”

He was watching his friend’s face shrewdly, and he was not
surprised to see the pleasureforminiit.

“That’ s excellent!” Bentley said, and his voice went on quickly
and definitely, “ give him every facility. L et him ashore whenever he
wantsto. Running, swimming, toughening exercises, thingslikethat.
Organise the loan of a punching bag from one of the cruisers. Not
the flagship—we don’t want their chap to know that oursis out of
training. A psychological advantage can be damned important. See
to that punching bag right away.”

“Aye, aye, sir,” Randall grinned. “ Ah—there’ sone small detail |
don’t think | can manage.”

“Oh? WE'll see about that! Gellatly’s to have everything he
needs.” Herubbed hischinreflectively, smiling. “1 remember in the
Australia when we towled up the whole Med. Fleet just before the
war. This could be another win for the old convict colony.” He
glanced up at Randall, histone unconsciously curt.

“Now what’ sthis detail worrying you?’

“Theprovision,” Randall told him, “of asparring partner.”

“Nol!” said Bentley at once, but Randall noticed he pushed himself
up from hischair. “1’ve got far too much to do. How the hell do you
expect metolook after the ship and jump around the torpedo-space
in the dog-watches?’

“How the hell do you expect aman to win atournament when he
hasn’t had the gloves on in months?’ Randall queried gently.

Bentley looked at the deck. Hisballed right fist was gently tapping
at the palm of hisleft hand.

“It might do me good,” he muttered, almost privately.
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“Ill tell Gellatly to take it easy,” Randal grinned. “Today’s
Wednesday—make and mend for alt hands. It'll be first-class
entertainment for them. Y ou could start after lunch.”

“I’ll handlemy own blasted training!” Bentley scowled. “ Anyway,
what’s up with a great lug like you? What are we worried about a
punching-bag for?’

“Thefirst-lieutenant,” Randall informed him portentously, “isin
close contact with the men. | might get some bullocky bloke who
sayshe'sintraining just so’she can get acrack at me.”

“What you really mean is your stomach is so beer-sodden you
couldn’t last ten seconds,” Bentley said rudely.

“Y ou always were one to swing your rank,” hisfriend told him.
“Bethat asit may—will you doit?’

“Of course,” Bentley said, and smiled.

Ashoretherewere several drinking diveswhich failed to dignify
themselves by thetitle of nightclub, an open-air picture theatre and
aramshackle dance hall.

All of these forms of entertainment presuppose for their full
enjoyment the accompaniment of alady—or at least afemale. But
the feminine European population of the big naval base was as
restricted asitsforms of entertainment for 12,000 men. It consisted
almost wholly of nurses, some English, some Australian, and afew
American.

It will be appreciated that the nurses off-duty hours were hardly
lonely—fifty does not divide at all satisfactorily into 12,000—and so
that afternoon, being Wednesday, and—at |east in destroyers—always
a half-holiday, or make and mend, there was a solid turn-up of non-
paying spectatorsin the open space directly abaft the torpedo-tubes.

They were not disappointed.

Bentley knew there was barely afortnight to the tournament, and
conseguently Gellatly could not indulge in the usual refinements of
preparation for abig fight.

Inany case, training facilities were limited. There wasno small
punching-bag on which he could practise his timing, no canvas-
decked ring in which to move and judge distance, and only one
sparring-partner of any, helpful standard.
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Gellatly, therefore, could only concentrate on actual boxing, using
hisrestricted time to practise distance and judgment and timing on
Bentley’ s face and body.

The captain also knew that the contender in the flagship would
be afforded every facility, even to an actua ring: you can do alot
with a deck 600 feet long and more than a hundred feet wide. As
well, therewere certain to be plenty of sparring partnersamong 2,000
men. And every help would be given their man, for hiswin would
reflect shiningly on the ship.

Bentley was thinking of this last factor as he forced his hands
into the gloves. His mentor, old “ Aunty” Sainsbury, had doneit, in
this very harbour, with another Australian destroyer. That timethe
challenge had been between pulling boats. A second Australian ship
had beaten the entire Mediterranean Fleet in Alexandria before the
war. It would be very nice indeed if one of the junior units of this
great Fleet, and a visitor at that, could demonstrate her country’s
superiority in adifferent field.

Randall laced hisgloves and Bentley glanced up at his opponent,
for whom the gunner’ s mate was performing asimilar service.

Bentley saw the youth of the petty-officer, the breadth of his
shoulders, and the smooth muscles which boxing and his frogman
training had given hisarms and legs and back.

There was no doubt of his fitness. What he needed to win was
the experiencethe erstwhile heavywei ght champion of the Australian
Navy could offer him. Gellatly looked up, and smiled respectfully at
his captain.

“Ready, sir?’

Bentley nodded, and stepped forward.

“It'sbeenalongtime,”’ hegrinned dlightly, “take it easy.”

Gellatly was not deceived. But his perception could not prevent
a left-handed glove from landing with reduced force three times
against hischinin the next ten seconds. Bentley lowered his hands.

“We'll have to keep that right hand up,” he warned. “1 caught
you with aleft the first time, you guarded your chin for about three
seconds, then you lowered your right. You must remember that a
man may repeat the same punch three, four, or even five timesin
quick succession. All right, then.”
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They shaped up and Bentley’s left hand struck like a snake. It
met a protective open glove.

“That’sit,” he grunted, and struck again.

Again the blow was countered, and again. The next instant
Gellatly jerked back, his mouth open, gasping. Bentley had slid in
and afraction after hisleft hand had snaked out hisright hand had
jolted forcibly against Gellatly’ s solar plexus.

“By the same token,” Bentley told him, his own breathing
measured and even, “you’ ve got to remember that a continuousline
of punching may befollowed by atotally different attack. All right?’

“Yes, sir,” the petty-officer nodded, and fell into his crouch.

They boxed on, and Randall knew that Gellatly aready knew
what he had been told, and that it was simply the speed of hisopponent
which had prevented him from countering the punches.

You should be taking on that flagship bruiser, he thought.
Gellatly’s good, but not in the same class as you. But then you're
right. It's a men’s tournament. A sub-lieutenant perhaps, even a
lieutenant, could safely enter, but a commanding-officer wasin a
different category.

There was no actual rule forbidding the entry of even the
admiral—the Navy isdemocratic inits sports—but there were certain
indefinable lines drawn beyond which the captain of avessel found
it prudent not to step.

Randall heard the swift slap of leather, and the grunts of the
fighters, and he covertly glanced about him. The areawas crowded,
some men perched on the tubes, others looking down from X-gun
deck, and on all their faceswas intense interest. He knew its cause.
Not so much the spectacle of two men boxing, asit wasthefact that
one of them, and obviously the superior one, wastheir own captain—
their remote and authoritative lord, now descended into the arena of
intimate contact and combat with one of their own.

Every ship’ s captain, Randall mused idly, should be achampion
boxer...

A crisp smack of sound broke into his musing. He saw Bentley
forced back, at the same time as he ducked the right hook which
followed Gellatly’s blow to the face.

They clinched, and every man present, Randall included, had his
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eyeslaid on the captain’ sface. That wasasmart punch, it had caught
him squarely, and it must have hurt.

They should have known their captain better than to wait for
some sign of anger against their messmate. Bentley broke clear and
hisgrin at Gellatly wasfriendly and rueful.

“Keep those for the flagship,” he grunted, and borein behind a
flashing stab of punches.

They had gone three rounds, afifth of the distance Gellatly would
have to survive, when above the slap of leather and the shuffling of
feet Randall heard beside him:

“1 didn’t know thiswason.”

The voice was quiet, alittle wondering. Randall glanced down
into arefined face with soulful eyes.

“Hullo, Ping” he grinned. “The Old Man’stiring a bit—like to
take over?’

“No, thank you,” rejected Lieutenant Peacock, the asdic-officer.
His spaniel-like brown eyes followed the captain with surprised
interest. “1 had no idea he was expert at this sort of thing.”

There’ salot you don’t know, Ping—and never will know about
that boy, Randall grinned to himself. He said:

“Next timeyou' rein hiscabin takealook in hisbookcase. There's
asilver cup there. It refersto the heavyweight champion of the Fleet.”

“My word!” Peacock murmured.

Randall heard the almost effeminate tone, and he thought briefly
that therewas quite adeal of hidden talent about that boxing arena—
remembering what the soulful-eyed asdic expert had doneto certain
submarines of unregretted memory.

Then he glanced at hiswatch, guiltily, and saw that thelast round
had already gone four minutes.

“Time!” hecalled, and Bentley looked over his shoulder at him.

“And about time!” he growled. “1'd hate to have you in my
corner.”

The chuckleswere not dutiful.

“That will do for thisafternoon,” Bentley decided, and Gellatly
nodded thankfully “When we' ve got our wind you can have afew
shotswith that left at my glove. Later on this afternoon we'll havea
bag for you.”
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Both fighters moved around the small space of deck. They were
clad in boxing boots and shorts, and Peacock, who had more
observation than soul in his soulful eyes, noted that most eyeswere
on the captain’ s sloping and muscled shoulders.

No wonder they’re behind him to a man, he thought with honest
envy; the piratical, burned face, the obvious strength and vigour of the
man—hewasbornto lead abunch of modern-age buccaneerslikethis.

“Excuseme, sir.”

The deep voice spoke behind Peacock. He looked round, and
up, into the giant’ sface.

“Yes, Buffer?’

Hooky Walker stepped forward, hisright “hand” hooked into a
set of cords.

“Wherethedevil did you scroungethat?’ Bentley asked, and his
eyes squinted in belated recognition of the fact that this was too
public aplaceto ask aleading question like that.

“Ah—I know one of the physical-training instructorsin acruiser,
sir. He likes lambs’-wool rugs—just like the Yanks | happened to
haveone.”

“Did you now?’ Bentley kept his face solemn “I imagine the
punching-bag will be returned?’

“It'1l go back, sir.”

Bentley nodded, thinking the permanent-stores officer of that cruiser
would be happy to know it—if ever he did learn of the “transaction.”

“Nice work, Buffer. There you are, Gellatly—no excuses now.
We'll havetorigit up somewhere.”

Four men jumped down from thetubes, and Randall remembered,
hisfirst-lieutenant’ s heart glad, what a scruffy lot of slackersthese
men had been when Bentley had taken over the oldWind Rode, The
atmosphere now could hardly be sweeter. It was nice to see.

“Near the spud-locker,” Hooky suggested, “I’ll run a spar out
and secure it from there.”

But this novel break in routine was not to be prolonged. The
harsher realities of their livesforced through the throng in the person
of Nutty Ferris, the signal-yeoman.

“FromtheFlag, sir,” hereported briefly, and handed the message
sheet to Bentley.
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Bentley read no further than the first few words: “Being in al
respectsready for sea...” Heglanced up at Randall and ordered curtly:

“Secure ship for sea.”

Randall showed neither surprise nor disappointment. Wnd Rode's
captain was among the most junior in this seasoned fighting Fleet,
and they were used to being shot off to seaat a moment’ s notice.

“Aye, aye, sir!” he answered crisply, and then, “Chief bosun’s
mate...”

Neither were the crew, as they bustled about their work,
disappointed. There wasllittle to do ashore, and they might as well
be at seaaslying in thislandlocked harbour, where the tropic nights
were muggy in the calm provided by the surrounding hills. Theonly
advantage harbour-time offered them wasall night in their hammaocks,
but after years of war at sea, they were so used to waking up for their
night watches that the advantage was minor.

Bentley had a quick shower, then dressed hurriedly. He had sent
for the Pilot, and the navigating-officer cameinto his cabin while he
was pulling on his shorts. Bentley wasted no time.

“Trouble,” hesaid. “ A merchantman carrying about fifty nurses
and Wrens has been torpedoed 200 miles ailmost due north. She's
burning aswell. We go out with Antelope.”

“She'sjunior, sir,” Pilot told him. Bentley nodded.

“Lay off acourse and give me atime of arrival at 30 knots.”

“Yes, sir. Time of departure?’

“Fifteen minutes from now.”

Pilot nodded and | eft the cabin quickly. He thought nothing about
the forethought which had re-fuelled the ship immediately on her
return to base yesterday, nor the efficiency which could prepare a
2,000-ton destroyer tor seain twenty minutes. He wasrefreshing his
memory of the courses to take the ship from her destroyer-trot out
through the boom, and estimating that 200 miles due north would
put them somewhere a little to the south, and east, of the port of
Pondicherry. Hewas a so thinking that that was pretty closeto home
watersfor an enemy submarine.

Bentley came on to the bridge as Pilot pulled out from the chart-
table. From bel ow the bridge came the steady clanking of the anchor
cable heaving in, and from further aft the sounds of men turning-in
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the motorboat on theiron-deck.

“It'saclear run, sir,” Pilot said; “ estimated time of arrival 1850.”

“M’mm.” Bentley pulled at his nose. Ten minutes to seven was
too closeto darknessfor hisliking. It could be nasty, with therescuing
ships nicety oat-lined against the flames for alingering submarine.
It was definitely nasty, his thoughts ran on, for the people aboard
that burning ship...

“All right, Pilot,” he said briskly, “course for leaving harbour?”’

“Oh-four-eight, sir.”

A voice hailed from thefoc's le;

“Anchor’saweigh, sir. Clear anchor!”

“Slow ahead starb’ d, half astern port,”” Bentley ordered down
the wheelhouse voice-pipe.

She came quickly and smoothly up to the boom-gate. Ahead of
her a harbour-defence launch was busily steaming back and forth
across the entrance, dropping 25-pound depth-chargesto deter any
subsurface visitor who might be thinking of slipping in while the
two destroyers were coming out.

They passed through, their wash rocking the boom-defence vessel
in charge of the gate; then they were clear, and the gate was drawn
shut behind them. Across the harbour mouth the protective netting
was now complete, with the Fleet berthed safety behind it.

Bentley searched the horizon with his glasses. Automatically he
noted the pressure of wind against hisface, and the quiet movement
of the ship in the moderate sea. Weather would be important for
what he had to do.

He glanced astern at Antelope, noting that her slicing bow was
moving through Wind Rode's wake.

“Revolutionsfor 30 knots,” he said to Pilot, and asthe navigator
spoke down the voi ce-pipe the signal-yeoman hoisted hisflags.
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CHAPTER THREE

HOUR AFTER HOUR THE two fast destroyers drove on
northward. Bentley had thought of altering the formation to line-
abreast, which would give him an asdic-swept path four mileswide—
it was always possible that the victorious Jap captain might try his
hand at bigger game further south. But, although his asdic dome
would possibly have resisted thefractional pressureat that high speed,
the sounds of the ship’ s fast passage would have prevented any sort
of efficient detection.

So they swept on in line-astern from the leader, their spuming
bows aimed due north, the glowing ball of the sun lowering itself
towards the watery edge on their |eft.

At four o’clock Randall came on deck to take over the dog
watches. He shot the sun and put the ship on the chart. Then he
crossed to where Bentley was sitting in his high-legged stool.

They wereisolated in their starb’d forrard corner, but they were
till on the bridge, and thefirst-lieutenant’ svoice wasformal.

“Any ideas about tonight’sjob, sir?’

“None—yet,” Bentley answered. He had been staring through
his glasses at the horizon ahead, for smoke can be sighted a long
distance at sea. “Well just haveto tacklethingsasthey arise. | don’t
want to lower boatsif | can helpit. Onthe other hand, if she’ sburning
too fiercely we can’'t poke our nosein.”

“They could jJump into thewater,” Randall suggested.

“No. We won't have much daylight left and | don’t relish the
idea of groping about in darkness looking for swimmers. But...”
shifting his weight in the comfortless chair, “we should be able to
get in against her somewhere.”

“No further signalsfrom her?’

“No. But that’ s understandable. If the Jap shelled her, ashe did
according to her first message, he' d certainly aim for the bridge and
wireless office.”

“You'reright,” Randall nodded. “What the hell was she doing
on her own up there?’

“She’safast ship, or was. And submarines haven’t been sighted
so far west before.”
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“Liketheir shore-based aircraft?’

“Eh?’

“Those birdswho dropped in on usyesterday,” Randall enlarged.
“I’ll swear they were shore-based.”

“1 thought the same thing—at first. But obviously there must be
acarrier out there somewhere. The distanceis much too great from
the Nicobars or Sabang. We were attacked only 300 miles east of
base.”

“All right, then. Just the same, | bet the admiral’ sworried about
‘em. Soam |. If we had acouple of carriers ourselves, no worry. But
a Fleet’s not meant to operate completely without air-cover—not
against those yellow-balled birds.”

“I imaginethe admiral’ sgot ahell of alot toworry him,” Bentley
said, remembering that paper-cluttered desk.

“But then he gets paid for it,” Randall grinned.

Bentley glanced down at him.

“But then heearnsit,” he grunted. Hisvoice changed. “We' reall
set? Lines, scrambling-nets, all the gubbins?’

“The Buffer’ sworking on it now, sir. The Doc’ s been warned.”

Bentley stared thoughtfully at the deserted foc’'s'le.

“You' d better get astack of hammocksup onthefoc’s' le. They'll
probably haveto jump, and that’ s hard iron down there.”

“Good idea,” Randall nodded, and turned. “ Bosun’s mate.”

The two ships surged on, quiet, prepared, all the fuss at their
bows and churning sterns. Even in the leader’ s engine-room it was
quiet, apart from the high-pitched scream of the whirling turbines.
Mr. McGuire, the engineer, had been too long in destroyers’ engine-
roomsto be fazed by asimple high-speed run like this. He knew his
engines and he knew his men, and now they went about their tasks
with the same phlegmatic thoroughness as characterised their chief.

It was not her radar, balked by the curve of the earth, which made
the first contact, but a pair of sharp eyesfar up in the crow’s nest.
The leaning pillar of smoke was too diaphanous for electronic
particles to reflect from, but it showed clearly enough in the twin
lenses of the lookout’ s binoculars.

His report went down and Randall raised his glasses. Bentley's
reaction wasto glance at the sun. With afractional flash of memory
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herecalled, helped possibly by the admiral’s mentioning of it afew
hours before, that not so long ago he had prayed for that sun to drop
more swiftly from sight below the horizon. Now the success of the
rescue operation could well depend directly on how long it took for
theflaring yellow orb to remain in sight.

Bentley forgot his time limits. He had other things to do than
worry about irrevocable natural phenomena.

“Twenty knots,” he ordered, “make to Antel ope: Take station my
port beam. Commence asdic sweep.’”

With the order the bridge team were reminded forcibly of
something which sight of their objective had made them forget—it
was quite likely that the victorious submarine might be still in the
vicinity, either waiting for its victim to sink, or for something to
come and rescueit.

If abrace of Fleet destroyers could do anything about it—and it
was abit morethan possiblethat they could—then the Jap submarine
might liveto regret hisdalliance.

The smoke plume grew quickly larger in their light, and then the
funnel and masts of a ship, and from the speaker on the bridge there
pitched the first resonant pinging of the asdic set.

Bentley was watching Antelope creaming up to take station a
mile on hisport beam. Oncein position abreast him she would drop
back to 20 knots. Randall said from under his glasses:

“ She seemsto be burning near the bridge, and forrard. The after
part looksfairly clear.”

Bentley nodded. He guessed the engine-room bulkheads halted
the spread of the fire aft. He glanced at hiswatch, anxious to know
how much time he had left of daylight. His mouth twisted in abrief
acknowledgment—Pilot had giventhe E.T.A. asten minutesto seven.
The time now was 12 minutesto that hour.

Bentley looked at Ferris and the yeoman stepped over. Bentley
said to Randall:

“She seems to be down by the bow. That’ s where she caught it.
But she looks level enough. We'll put our bowsin on either side of
her stern. She' sabit high-out there, but they’ll havetoriskit.”

Helooked at Randall. Thefirst-lieutenant had been made apartner
in the captain’s strategy, and he offered, without deference:
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“Don’'t you think that will make usarather attractivetarget? We'll
have most of our length nicely stuck out clear.”

“| seethat,” Bentley agreed. The yeoman, listening, found nothing
odd about thisopen difference of opinion—what hewould havethought
odd would have been Bentley’ srefusd to listen to other advice.

“But if there is anything hanging around,” Bentley went on, “I
want to bein position to get clear of that cripplefast. Stuck alongside
her further forrard we’ll be hampered.”

Randall’ s agreement was in his silence. Bentley spoketo Ferris
and the yeoman moved off to make the signal. The captain’svoice
halted him.

“Tell Antelope,” headded, “that I’ [ make an asdic sweep round
the ship before coming in. Sheisto start rescue operations at once.”

“Aye, aye, Sir.”

Bentley gave another order and Wind Rode, now under control
of Rennie, the coxswain, veered off to starb’ d to begin her searching
circuit. Therewere alot of things Bentley wanted to know from that
ship’s captain—extent of the fire, if he carried scrambling-nets he
could lower down, how many persons left alive—but he knew he
could safely leave those detail s to Antel ope’scaptain.

Hetook hisshipwell clear of the burning merchantman’sstarb’d
side and he forgot her and her plight. Now he was the trained sub-
hunter, and the business of finding and destroying alurking enemy
would require his undivided attention.

The ship moved on at reduced speed and the ping of the set
lowered his thoughts down to Peacock, the Reserve officer in the
asdic control room; from there hismind went onto that other Reserve
officer the admiral had told him he would soon have on board. He
should have that tube-fired thing with him now!

The thought was brief, and cynical. With what be might be up
against you could not afford playing with untried back-room
experiments. He had aquarter-deck stacked with depth-charges, well-
tried canisters, and he was quite content to go along with those.

Shewas circling round the merchantman’ sbow now, and Bentley
judged that the torpedo had hit there, and blown open her
compartments for the full width of the ship, for although the bow
waswell down, it had settled on alevel kedl.

- JE. Macdonnell: The Blind Eye Page 28 -



That circumstance would help him alot. It would be awkward, if
not impossible, for the survivors to Jump from a side which was
canted highintheair.

He gave hiswhed ordersto Rennie and Wind Rode continued her
widecircle, but although his eyeswere continually searching thecalm
seaBentley’ smain attention wasin hishearing. The sound pulse of the
asdic transmission was loud and crisp, but at any second it could be
supplemented by the shorter, higher-pitched peep of an echo.

He had no need to plan his actionsif that happened. The ship’s
submarine-attack routine waswell-established and well-learned.

As always, when there was time to think, he put himself in the
enemy commander’ s place. And he knew that he would be lucky to
make acontact in this position. Any submariner with any experience
would have sighted the two approaching destroyerslong beforetheir
asdic fingers could reach out and touch him. He would know their
object. Therefore he would sail his own vessel clear of the range of
the British asdic, guessing that one destroyer at |east would make a
preliminary searching sweep: and guessing that that searcher would
not move out too far from the stricken ship, for the main object of
the exercise was to get those survivors off, not to search for a
submarine that might not be there.

Bentley was not surprised therefore when he had almost
completed the circle and no answering peep had come from the
Speaker.

They were moving down the port side of the torpedoed ship, and
Ferrisreported:

“ Antelope's alongside port quarter, air. Taking ‘ em aboard.”

Bentley raised his closed fist and laid it on the lower edge of the
sun. Hisfive knucklesfitted almost exactly between sun and horizon.
Five degreesof atitude remaining. Then beturned and laid hisglasses
on the rescue operation.

He could see no scrambling-nets, but several ropes, down which
femalefigureswere lowering. He thanked God that they were nurses
and Wrens, disciplined women. Then he saw a man jump, and he
knew that there was not too much discrepancy of height between
poop and foc’s'le.

He tried to judge how many people had been brought aboard
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Antelope, but the captain was wisely hurrying them off thefoc's'le
as soon asthey arrived. His desire wasto increase speed and get his
own nose in on the opposite side, thus doubling the rate of rescue,
but his instinct and experience kept him on his circling sweep: the
Jap could just awell be astern as out on either beam.

A few minutes later and Wind Rodewas right round, dead astern.
Bentley shaped her up for therunin.

She camein slowly and smoothly, the engine-room, warned, and
now they could feel the heat from the blazing forepart beating against
their faces. The stricken vessel was|ying with her head to the north,
whereit had been when the torpedo struck, and luckily thewind was
from the east, so that the area of rescue was clear of smoke.

Bentley did not like that smoke. It poured out from a thousand
crevices, and it lifted to the sky in a thick-based tombstone of
blackness, visible for miles. A beacon like that would tell its story
plainly—a story of defeat, and possible rescue by healthy ships. If
that first submarine was one of a pack.

Bentley concentrated on conning her in. It was not a difficult
manoeuvre, yet it would be easy to damage his thin sides or stem;
and he had to makeit thefirst time.

He had aready given hisordersregarding securing her. Onewire
only was to be used, and a man was to stand by its turns round the
bollards, ready to cast off instantly. The danger lay in not only a
submarine—Bentley had no knowledge of the extent of the
merchantman’s damage, and it was conceivabl e that she could roll
over, or sink, at any moment. He did not want to be held fast during
either occurrence.

“Half astern together,” he ordered, and the big screws thrashed
astern and she quivered to a stop.

“Thank God you' ve come!” an unknown voice spoke above him,
and thefirst nurse jumped straight down on to the hammaocks.

Therewas not much daylight left, but the rescue proceeded swiftly
and smoothly. Some swung awkwardly down ropes, others risked
the jump. Ready hands grabbed them and then waited for the next.

A manin greasy overalls—helooked like a stoker—took hold of
arope and started his descent. He was unused to ropework, and yet
he did not have the unfamiliar caution of the women. He slid down
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too fast and his hands burned and helet go.

Therewasasingle sharp cry of fright, and he dropped from sight
between both ships. Wind Rode, riding easily on her single bow-
line, leaned inwards her 2,000 tons as the wave came rolling down
and met her starb’d flares.

The cry this time was a shriek of terror, cut off in mid-pitch.
Hooky Walker on the foc's' le jerked round to face the bridge, his
hands cupped round hismouth. Before he could shout Bentley roared:

“No! Get onwithit!”

Understanding, Hooky turned back. A human body isnot designed
to be afender, and the stoker’ swould now be crushed to pulp.

Bentley had little difficulty in forcing his mind away from the
vision of what lay between the ships: sympathy and regret were
feelings he could not afford. He had ordered the asdic to continue
sweeping 180 degrees on the starb’d, seaward, side, and while his
eyes watched the smooth proceedings of the rescue his ears were
constantly attuned to the sound-pul ses.

This was the time, the crucial time, when a submarine would
unload everything in her tubes at two such juicy targets. Both
destroyerswere stopped, and she could come up from astern, so that
both ships' lengthswould be open to her attack.

Thiswastheworst timefor acommander. Of necessity hehad nothing
to do, nothing with which to occupy himself, so that his mind could
wander freely round al the ghastly possibilities. Bentley could not even
shout adjurations, for the foc's le team under Hooky Walker were
working faultlessd y—grabbing, steadying, saving, and then hustling the
rescued clear, al with adisciplined economy of movement and time.

There can’'t be many more, he thought, his eyes on three Wrens
about to step over the guard-rail of the poop. Hismind roved again
over what should have been done, and he knew he had covered
everything—the engine-room warned for full power if it were needed,
one singlewire holding him, aman tending it, plenty of life-saving
ropes provided, hammocks on which to jump, asdic searching on his
open side, Antel ope’ s probing the other; two of his gun-mountings
closed-up, Lasenby alert in his director, the depth-charge crews on
the quarterdeck, throwers and railsfully loaded.

No, it wasall done. Everything depended on thelight, the speed
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of rescue, the absence of awatching submarine...

He saw the three Wrens, capless, dragged inboard over the
guardrailsand hiseyeswent to the poop and he heard avoi ce shout:

“Ahoy there, captain! I'mthelast.”

Thisman was al so capless, but Bentley saw plainly thefour gold
ringson the shouldersof hisshirt. Thiswasthe captain, thetraditional
last to leave. Bentley wanted to shout his urge to hurry, to stop that
staring at the ship hewas about to leavefor thelast time. He said, his
voice controlled:

“Glad to see you, sir. Please come aboard.”

The captain swung his legs over the rail and bent down for the
rope, calling something as he came. Bentley never heard the words.
The shout reached him from the crow’ s nest without benefit of the
Voice-pipe:

“Bridge! Torpedo track approaching starb’ d beam!”

For the past half-hour Bentley’ smind had been attuned to hearing
areport likethat. Heforgot the captain. He acted without thefraction
of aninstant’ s hesitation, and hisfirst order was the most important
one:

“Full astern both engines!” And then, raising his head from the
voice-pipe, he bellowed at the foc's' le:

“Cast off bow-line!”

Out of the corner of hiseye he saw the captain crouch and jump
for the hammocks. But he waslooking at Antelope, seeing her aready
sliding astern, opening awidening patch of water between her bow
and the merchantman’s stern. Only then did he swing hishead back
and stare out across the sea on his starb’d beam.

Hefelt theinitial quiver of the deck plates under hisfeet grow to
aviolent shuddering, From the bridge he heard plainly the gripping
thrash of the screws. He sighted the spear-headed track of theracing
missile, aimed for his guts. Feeling, hearing, sight. Three faculties
which registered their meaning in his brain, automatically. But the
most important faculty, though, wastelling him that the submarine
had fired from long range, outside the range of asdic, that her captain
was probably inexperienced, but that she was so far off she stood a
very good chance of getting away.

That was the measure of the man, that wasthe reason why hewas
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the captain, the leader, the superior of those 200 in his crew. He had
done everything which had to be done to avoid that rushing death,
and now his brain had passed on and was forecasting future
possibilities and actions; while every other man on the upper-deck
and bridge was staring with fixed and fearful concentration at the
tell-tale wake of their fate.

She was moving astern now, gathering speed with every second
asMcGuirefar below them gave her turbinesthefull strength of the
super-heated steam in her great boilers.

The torpedo had been fired from long range, but its targets had
been easy ones. And if Bentley had delayed afew secondsin passing
the most important order it would have found itstarget.

Antelope waswell clear, having cast-off before her sister. It was
now Wind Rodealonein the arena, and she wasfighting for her life
not with guns or depth-charges, but with her captain’s quickness of
thought and decision and her engineer’ straining.

A modern torpedo in acalm seatravels 23 yards in one second.
Thetorpedo’ s course was at right-angles to her own, but Wind Rode
had the priceless advantage of having sighted her enemy’strack a
few seconds before it was due to end its run against her belly.

If the crow’ s-nest lookout had been idly watching the rescue, if
he had not been concentrated on searching where he had been told
to; if McGuire had allowed his engine-room artificers to wander
away from the throttle wheels; if Bentley had wasted time looking
for the torpedo’ strack, if he had first ordered the line cast-off, and
so deprived the turbines of thosefew vital seconds; if the seaman on
thefoc’s le had fumbled with thewire, and so delayed her backwards
movement—if any of these“ifs’ had eventuated she would have had
her guts blown wide open.

But none of those faults occurred, and the sole reason for their
absence was the meticul ousness of the captain’ straining.

Through the captain’ s exampl e the engineer-officer wasjust that
fraction more thorough than his own character demanded; through it
Randall had trained his petty-officers, and through them the seamen
of the ship had similarity benefited.

Asitwas, it could hardly have been closer.

The wake of atorpedo reaches the surface some 40 feet behind
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the twin propellers. The torpedo is thus that distance ahead of its
visible indication. Wind Rode was almost 300 feet long, so that as
the smooth wake speared out ahead of her receding bow they could
judge by how very little the war-headed nose had missed them.

Voices jubilant and relieved broke the silence on the bridge.
Bentley’ s order shut them off:

“Stop both! Full ahead port, half astern starb’ d! Starb’d thirty!”

They realised then what they had forgotten in the enormity of
their relief—that their enemy wasstill out there, that they were still
almost certainly lined-up in his periscope sight, and that they had to
get moving ahead fast if they wereto dlip his next messengers.

Bentley snatched a look astern. Antelope’s bow was already
creaming, and her stern was dragged down as she headed at speed
straight into the approaching night from the east.

A destroyer is built to swing fast, and to gain head-way swiftly.
In afew moments Wind Rode was chasing after her eager sister.
Bentley decided to leave his asdic dome down—it was the hoisting
and lowering at high speed that could tear it off. And he knew it
would be some minutes before he could hope to be in position to
contact hisenemy.

Both destroyers surged on, each ship fanning out to open the
width of their search area. Bentley had ordered the asdic set switched
off, for it was usel ess at thistearing speed. So that, with nothing for
his ears to concentrate on, he heard clearly the step on the bridge
behind him.

“Good evening, captain,” a deep voice greeted him, “name’s
Turnbull.”

Bentley turned. He could have wished the new arrival to blazes,
but he answered courteously:

“Very glad to have you on board, captain. My name is Bentley,
destroyer Wind Rode.”

“1 never saw aprettier sight,” Turnbull smiled, and held out his
hand. “1 mean that tin-fish scooting past ahead of your stem.”

“It was close.”

“Y ou're after the bastard now?’

“That’sright.”

Bentley’s tone was friendly, but the brevity of his answers
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penetrated into the merchant skipper’ sintelligence. “ Sorry,” he said,
hisvoice adeep grunt. “I'll clear out.”

“Not at all,” Bentley forced a smile, and looked at Randall.

Thefirst-lieutenant touched the skipper onthe arm.

“Would you mind, sir? Y ou can see everything from this corner.”

Turnbull looked into ayoung, hard, friendly face, and Randall
saw a weather-beaten visage that might have made a satisfactory
patch in ateak desk.

“All right, young feller. | don’t want to beintheway. But I'd like
to seethat Jap mongrel get what’scoming...”

The deep voice receded and Bentley forgot him. He snapped an
order to Ferris and aguarded blue light flicked out at Antel ope and
in amoment she straightened from her opening course. Both ships
droveonin line abreast, half amile apart.

The sun had lowered itself out of sight. Before they reached the
estimated position of the submarine the night had comeonin asable
flood from the east. But the asdic, searching in lightless depths,
needed no light, and it was unlikely that their enemy would surface.
And to maintain their station both shipshad their radar.

“Reduceto 15 knots,” Bentley ordered, and Renni€’ steam worked
their telegraphsand Ferris' slight blinked. Radio-tel ephony was out
of the question, but it was unlikely that the submarine would sight
that guarded light. She would amost certainly be dived, for her
sensitive hydrophone would have picked up the sound of their
thumping approach.

It was about five minutes later whenWind Rode's asdic set picked
up itstarget.

The returning peep was unmistakable. It took only afew seconds
for Peacock’ s voiceto report: “ Target! classified submarine.”

Randall had come back.

“WEe'll get thisboy,” he said, his voice quietly exulting.

Bentley had more to do than indulge in unstabl e forecasts.

“Any contact from Antelope?” he asked Ferris.

“No, sir.”

Bentley spoke again, and thelight flickered out itsinformation—
submarine contact bearing Green 20, range 1,800 yards.

Antelope should have been in contact, Bentley thought. The
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bearing of the contact put the enemy squarely ahead and between
them. Then he remembered that the range was almost at the set’s
limit, and Antelope would not have a Reserve officer like Peacock
on board.

But he had no timeto worry about that. Hewasin contact, and he
proceeded to do something about it.

Wind Rode moved on, music coming from her asdic speaker,
point and counterpoint of transmitted ping and echoing peep.
Gradually as she moved in closer the timeinterval between the two
sounds decreased; then they became almost simultaneous, and
Bentley rapped his orders.

The quarterdeck sprang to life and the charges went over, some
flinging from the throwers and others dropping to compl ete the pattern
from her sternrails.

The ship moved on. Beneath her the charges dropped, while the
water seeped in and built up pressure on the striker needles. This
was the doubtful factor—depth. They had the bearing, they had the
range, but the asdic set had not yet been devel oped to that desirable
state of efficiency which would give them an accurate depth. The
depth set on the charges was a combination of calculation and
estimation, an assessment which could be thrown compl etely out by
the target’ s ateration of course to port or starb’d, or by its sudden
dropping initsthree-dimensional element.

They would soon know.

The ship shuddered. Astern of her, disrupting her wake, the ocean
flattened, then heaved itself up in a huge dome that retained its
beautiful proportionsfor afraction of time and then flung itself apart
in streamers of sky-reaching spray, white against the darkness.

The sound of the multiple explosions was deep and thunderous,
and it reached out to the ship, pressed around their ears, then beat
away to silencein the quiet of the night.

On the quarterdeck men bustled round the throwers, for they had
not much time before the ship would turn and comein again for the
second run—if it were needed. The asdic speaker offered again its
double message and the bridge team knew there would be a second
run.

Bentley was disappointed, but not surprised, at thefirst attack’s
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failure. Depth-charging ahidden and elusive enemy, who can move
up and down as well as sideways, had nothing about it of the pin-
point accuracy of surface gunfire. The submarine was smaller than
the destroyers, and she could turn much more quickly, because the
whole of her body was encased in frictional water, and the extent of
her line of advance on aturn wasthusrestricted.

He gave his orders and Wind Rode listed on the turn.

“ Antelopein contact, sir,” Ferrisreported.

Bentley nodded invisibly in the darkness. They should get this
Jap. Single destroyer against submarine found the odds heavily in
favour of the submersible. But there were two boats hunting here,
and while Wind Rode made her attacking run Antelope was out there,
in contact, ready to signal any alterations of course of the target.

They should get him... And they almost certainly would if they
could have judged the depth precisely. Now there were two factors
opposing their success. First, the charges might be incorrectly set
for depth, and could explode above or below the target, with the
submarine clear of the lethal area. Second, a skilfully-handled
submarine could throw even the cleverest depth-settings out by
flooding her emergency tank and dropping like a stone.

It was experience now, added to a sizable helping of luck:
experience placing thetarget inside an enclosing pattern of exploding
charges, luck keeping it there.

Experiencewas plentiful. Luck, having offered its portion when
the torpedo flashed past afew feet ahead of Wind Rode's stem, now
sank deep down and rested unshakably inside the Japanese control -
room.

They took it in turn, each ship spawning disruption from her stern,
whilethe other remained in contact. The ocean convulsed itself and
the night shuddered under the quadruple blasts. Antelope lost the
contact and half an hour later picked it up again. The chaseled them
northward, then south, but always it bore towards the east. And it
became obviousto the strained men onWind Rode's bridge that that
torpedo had not been fired by acomparative amateur, but by a master
who had been confident in hislong-range accuracy.

At first the bridge team had been exultantly alert, positive in
their belief that the two destroyers would make short work of this

- JE. Macdonnell: The Blind Eye Page 37 -



interloper in Allied waters. But as the hours wore on towards
midnight, and the charges exploded, and the ship shook, and the
target was lost, and regained, and still maintained its twisting,
dropping evasions, certainty dwindled to hope, and then to anger
andfrustration.

Bentley, his face composed in the upward light of the binnacle,
but beginning to linewith strain, wasworried about their continued
lack of success. Yet he had a larger worry. He had been throwing
charges over like chicken-feed, and he knew that his supply was
dangerously depleted. They had now more than 300 miles between
them and base, and at seayou never knew what you might be faced
with. A signal had told him the Antel ope wasin the same undesirable
State.

For the twentieth time he watched his consort destroyer, agrey
shape in the night, move in for her attack. It was natural that his
mind should revert to thought of the weapon whose existence the
admiral had revealed. Oddly, hefound in that existence not so much
a desire to have it with him now as a justification for his failure.
Certainly months, possibly years, had goneinto theweapon’ sdesign
and building, and that precioustime had been spent on that particul ar
project because plainly the normal depth-chargesin usewerelacking
in hundred per cent, efficiency. He and many other escort-ship
captains had proved that before—he was proving it now.

Submarines, when skilfully handled, are very difficult birds to
kill. Luck might place afirst pattern within afew feet of a pressure
hull and crack it open to the hungry sea. Luck might also work for
the opposite side. It was working overtime here.

Bentley had made up his mind before Antel ope’ scharges hurled
thewater sky-high. They had not sunk the enemy, but they’ d certainly
frightened hell out of him! If he escaped, he would think more than
twice beforetackling thisunhealthy areaagain. The thunderousboom
of sound reached them. They waited, some searching the empty sea
astern, otherslistening to the asdic transmissions. They had become
so used to the double sounds that Peacock’ s voice reported before
they realised that the peep wasmissing.

“Contact lost.”

“Bresking-up noises?’ Bentley asked quickly, “ Any-thing at all ?”
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“Nothing, sir.”

He breathed in, a slow tired breath. He knew he should leave
now, that he could meet a good deal of unpleasantness over 300
miles of open ocean, and that he had little enough to meet it with.
But he had to know...

“Starb’ d twenty. Carry out searching sweep.”

Fifteen minuteswent by, twenty, half an hour. Nothing, Battlewise,
Bentley had hisradar sweep continuously round afull arc, conscious
that his elusive enemy might have surfaced, and be running for his
life at 18 knots while they probed for him 200 feet down. Nothing.

Randall stepped up on to the grating. Captain Turnbull had long
since gone below, not understanding, and tiring of thefruitlessgame.”

“I'mcallingit off,” Bentley muttered. “We' ve got three patterns
left.”

The dimly visible bow swooped on over the sea, the waves hissed
down her sides, the wind of her passage sighed in the mast rigging.
Thenight all about them was quiet and velvety and concealing.

“Y ou think we got him that last run?’ Randall said.

“1 don’'t know. | don’t think so. We've lost him before.”

“We ve a so scared the pants off him,” Randall suggested. ‘ That
| do know!’” Bentley said.

Hisvoicewastired, bitter. He tugged nervously at the skin of his
throat. “We can't flap around here all bloody night,” he grunted. His
head turned decisively. “Y eoman?’

Ferris, older than any officer on the bridge, had been oniit since
four o’ clock that afternoon. His voice came crisp and alert:

“Sir?’

“Maketo Antelope— Disengage. Take station astern. Speed 25
knots, course 205.’”

“Aye, aye, sir!”

The shaded Aldis lamp clicked on and off. A small dim eye
opened from Antel ope’sbridge. Wind Rode heeled on the turn, and
her consort swung in behind her. Thwarted, not at all sure of victory,
their asdic and bridge teams wearied with strain, the destroyers
steadied on the base course and dug their tails down for home.

There was no need for the captain to concern himself with the
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comfort of hisnew guests. The ship’ s organisation had seento their
bedding down, Hooky and the gunner’ s mate—with the coxswain
closed-up at the wheel—distributing the nurses in the iron-deck
messdeck and its former occupants reluctantly bedding down with
their male fellows on the foc’ s'le messes.

There was a spare cabin down aft. It took Captain Turnbull and
his first mate. The rest of the merchant-man’s officers made
themselves comfortable in the wardroom.

Landis the surgeon had reported no wounded, and Bentley was
relieved. But that was asfar as hisinterest went. He had rescued the
survivors, he had nearly lost his ship in the process, he had had a
vicioudly frustrating night, and sighting of his passengers could wait
till the morning. Not even a destroyer captain is psychic, so
Commander Bentley merely grunted an acknowledgment to the salute
he received on the deck outside his sea-cabin, and moved oninto the
passage. He saw that the man was Petty-Officer Gellatly, and that he
wastaking to anurse: aperfectly normal situation, onewhich Bentley
could not be expected to forecast would have considerable effect on
hisfairly-immediate future.
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CHAPTER FOUR

WIND RODE AND ANTELOPE anchoredintheir trot at alittle
after 1.30 of ahot afternoon.

The report of the rescue and the ensuing attack had to be made,
but it could have been sent by signal, or by boat. Bentley had decided
otherwise. Hefinished making the report and sent his messenger for
thefirst-lieutenant.

“Yes, sir?’ Randall said at the door.

“Come in, Bob. Take a pew. How’d you like a look-see round
theflagship?’

Randall had known his captain a long time. He looked at him
shrewdly.

“I haveto deliver this,” Bentley said camly, and tapped thereport.

“1 see. You'renot usually so personally interested...”

“Not in thereport, no.”

Randall grinned, suddenly.

“Ah,” murmured Bentley, “1 seethe dawn of realisation.”

“Damn good ideal” Randall nodded. “Weleave now?Right. I'll
get the boat alongside.”

A destroyer’s motorboat is lacking in Rolls Royce qualities of
silent running, and they spokelittle on thetrip acrossthe busy harbour.
Bentley was thinking that this was the only way he could get on
board the flagship—she was wholly British-manned, and his sole
acquaintance on board wasthe admiral...

But he himself had seen the stream of callers for the big cabin,
and more would not be noticed. He would not, of course, ask to see
theadmiral, but would make his contact with the ship’s commander.
This officer wore similar rings to himself, though he was much
superior in seniority, being the battleship captain’ s deputy.

The commander no doubt would be surprised at this personal
delivery, and Bentley decided he would justify it by stating that he
considered the presence of an enemy submarine so close into the
coast of some importance.

He saw that the motorboat coxswain was heading for the starb’d
ladder, the entrance reserved for commanding-officers and others of
like eminence, and he knew that would mean the spotlight of apiping
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party. But he could hardly ater the tradition-hallowed routine, much
as he desired an unnoticed arrival.

They climbed the ladder, the pipes shrilled out, curious faces
turned, and the officer of the day saluted him. Bentley saw it wasthe
same lieutenant who had taken him down to the admiral.

“Good afternoon, sir.”

Bentley returned the salute, nodding.

“1sthe commander on board?’

“Yes, sir. He' son the quarterdeck now—standing beside the after
capstan. I'll take...”

“Never mind. What is hisname?’

“Commander Letchford, sir.”

“Thank you,” Bentley said, and walked aft Randall waited beneath
thegiant barrelsof Y turret.

Commander Letchford had never seen Bentley in his life. But
out of the edge of his eye he saw the tall officer walking briskly
towards him, and turned. He was a man to whom keen observation
was second nature—having 2,000 men and 40,000 tons of ship to
look after—and he pegged the approaching officer instantly and
accurately in his mind: three rings, young, executive, therefore a
commanding-officer, or asecond-in-command of acruiser. But not
British—he knew them all in the Fleet—therefore Australian; and
being Australian he would belong to a destroyer—or vice versa.

“Good afternoon, sir,” Bentley said.

Not only respectful, the commander judged—he would have to
bethat, on this quarterdeck—but pleasantly respectful. A pleasant-
looking young fellow altogether.

“My name’ s Bentley—Wind Rode”

“How are you, Bentley?’

Bentley took the proffered hand. Slight, he judged, three stone
under his own weight—and, like so many of this British breed, al
steel-wire beneath that cultured voice and courteous face.

“My nameis Letchford. Isthere anything | can do for you?”

Bentley consciously kept the understanding grin from his face.
This officer was the approachabl e boy aboard the flagship, slightly
lesslordly than the captain, the man on whom all the complaintsand
requests from the other units of the great Fleet solidly fell. From
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destroyers especially. His voice was still courteous, but Bentley
recognised an added quality—caution, born of experience. He had
been senior officer of aflotillaof boats himself, and be would have
treated an unexpected visit from one of his captains with the same
cautious reserve.

“No, thank you, sir—all well.” The commander’s smile grew a
little. Bentley held out the manilaenvel ope which contained on half
a typewritten foolscap page the account of a rescue of 78 human
beings and of an eight-hour hunt in darknessfor an enemy submarine.

The commander took the envelope. He glanced up from it to
Bentley’sface.

“Y ou went out on that rescue mission?’

“That’'s right, sir. But we also contacted a submarine. He was
quite close-in to the coast and | thought the admiral should know
about it.”

“Of course. Ah—you don’t wish to see the admiral... 7

“Good lord no! But if you'd put that in theright hands... 7

“1 will do that, certainly.” The keen eyes on Bentley were till
courteous, but now aquizzical shrewdness had replaced the caution.
“By the way,” he said casually, tapping the envelope against one
open palm, “1 hear Wind Rode has put aman in against our chap for
the heavyweight title.”

“Yes, that isso,” Bentley answered, as casually.

“Theadmiral wasrather pleased about that. It ssemsno one else
waskeen to takeonthebig fellow. He' sastickler for physical fitness,
you know. The admiral, | mean.”

“1’ve heard something to that effect.”

The commander madeto place hisfoot on the handy capstan and
changed his mind—the captain of the quarterdeck would have keel-
hauled any ordinary-seaman he caught doing that to the gleaming
paintwork. He said, his mouth puckering afraction:

“I’ve heard something about your own boxing experience.
Australian Fleet championship, wasn'tit?’

“Something likethat. But it wasn't yesterday.”

“M’mm. Time marches on, and all that.” His voice crispened.
“All right, Bentley, 1’1l take care of this report. Is there anything
else?
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“No-0, not actually. Except that...”

“Perhapsyou’ d like to walk round the ship?’

“Why, I’d like that very much!”

“Good. I'll arrange...”

“Oh, please don’t bother! We'll just wander around.”

“Asyou wish. Goodbye then.”

“Goodbye, sir.”

Bentley was approaching the twin barrels of Y turret when the
voice stopped him.

“Bentley?’

“Sir?’

“You'll find our chap sparring onthefoc's'le.”

Therewasafractional pause. Then the grins, open and unaffected,
warmed between them.

He picked up Randall and they walked forrard together.

“Seems a nice bloke,” Randall suggested, jerking his head aft
towards the quarterdeck.

“Nice,” Bentley agreed, “and bright. He was awake up to us as
soon as| gave him our address.”

“Yes,” Randall grinned, “I heard the last information. Y’ know—
| suppose we could have just come on board and asked to watch
their bloke? It would have been much simpler.”

“Not quite,” Bentley shook hishead. “| don’t want him to know
we're sufficiently interested—or worried—to come over and check
hisstyle.”

They walked past the base of the huge main-mast.

“You areworried?’ Randall asked.

“No. Not yet. The sailors say thisbird was amateur champion of
England—but you know what sailors arel” Randall smiled, and
Bentley went on: 1 heard once—midshipman at thetime—two sailors
discussing with the utmost apparent accuracy of knowledge the bank
account of acruiser captain. A few months|ater, while| waslearning
how to cox amotorboat, the bowman told me—for apositive fact—
that the commander used to beat hiswife.”

“They get around,” Randall grinned in agreement.

“But not always on-course,” Bentley added. “ Ah—thislookslike
it.”
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They eased their pace and came up behind a crowd of men. It
was certainly the most novel situation for aboxing-ring Bentley had
come across, but just as certainly it was being put to efficient use.

There was a large open space of deck between the enormous
barbettes of A and B turrets; the ring was temporary, but it was
complete with ropes, padded corner posts, and canvas stretched
tightly across the deck. Into his mind flashed a memory of he and
Gellatly shuffling around in the few feet of space abaft the torpedo-
tubes, and then hiseyesfell on the main protagonist in thisring.

The boxer was crouched, but patently he was astall as Bentley.
Therethe resemblance ended. The Australian waslithe and muscled:
this man was shouldered massively, and thick all the way down to
hisbulging calves. His back wastowards Bentley, and his head was
covered with aleather protector. Then he punched, and side-stepped,
and Bentley could see hisface—not much of it outside the head-gear,
but enough to give the destroyerman an impression of harsh and
brutal ugliness.

“Hell’s... bells!” said Randall softly and slowly beside him.

Bentley agreed, but be did not answer. He touched the shoulder
of aman infront of him. The seaman turned, recognising an officer
and astranger.

“Yes, gr.”

“What isthe name of the big fellow?’

“Why, that’ s Fairy, sir.”

“1 beg your pardon?’

“Fairy, sir. Fairy Floss. Hisname' sFHoss...”

“1 see,” Bentley murmured, and even through the concern hefelt
be could not help smiling. Anything more completely dissimilar toa
fairy... “He' syour entry in the heavyweight title?’

The seaman nodded, smiling back. Thisbloke, whoever hewas,
seemed pleasant enough.

“That’s right, sir. Smasher, ain't he? | wouldn't like to be the
chinafrom that destroyer what’ stakin’ him on!”

The smile went with the last words. Here' s one barracker Floss
won't have, Bentley realised. In the next second he knew why. A
collective grunt rose from the crowd asthe sparring partner, amuch
lighter man than Floss, reeled back from avicious left hook. Floss
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was after him like a panther, but he did not strike again. He leaned
heavily on his opponent, tiring him with his weight, and his right
hand came round and delivered a punishing blow to the kidneys.

Y ou swine, Bentley thought—dirty-punching swine; and hewas
briefly surprised at how angry he felt. The other boxer sagged. He
stared up and muttered something. Floss pushed him away, a powered
shovethat had the smaller man falling against the ropes. Flossignored
him. He danced round the ring, shadow-sparring, and his voice
sneered at them:

“About as good as my ole woman! Come on then, you bastards,
| ain’t gonna fight with meself all bloody day!” He halted his
exhibition, staring at them. “Waell, wot about it? Wot about all your
bets? You want this destroyer mug to take me?’

“All right, Fairy,” avoice spoke, and abig stoker bent and ducked
through the ropes. He tugged off his boots, and Bentley glanced at
Floss. But the ugly face was grinning—apparently he delighted in
his grossly inappropriate nickname.

“But none of them kidney punches,” the new sparring partner
warned. “I’ll sink me boot whereit hurtsif you do.”

Two men laced the stoker’ s gloves on and Bentley said:

“Come on. W€ ve seen enough.”

The faces of both men were worried as they walked aft towards
the gangway.

In the motorboat, the great ship drawing astern, Randall said:

“What do you think?’

Bentley’ s reply was unequivocal.

“Gellatly hasn’t a chance. Lighter, less experience.” He rubbed
at hischin. “Unless...”

“Eh?

“That Flossisadirty fighter. Probably learned it in the slums of
Liverpool somewhere. Gellatly’s only hope would be to stay out of
his reach and wear him down with jabs and straight lefts. But then
Flossiscunning enough to lurehimin to close quarters. And even if
Gellatly did wear him down | doubt if he has the power and the
weight to knock him out. Thefellow’san ape.”

“No argument there,” Randall grimaced. “ But are you sure? About
Floss' s ahility, | mean? We only watched him for afew minutes.”
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Bentley looked at him.

“All right, all right,” the big lieutenant grunted, “so you know
fighters like | know beer. What happens now? Do we pull Gellatly
out?’

There it was, the question which had been worrying Bentley’s
mind since they had walked away from the battleship’ s ring. They
had travelled down the length of a cruiser before he spoke again.

“No. | haven't seen Gellatly in proper action yet. | don’t give
him a chance of winning, but that doesn’t mean to say he won’t be
ableto take care of himself. And in any case, we can always stop the
fight.”

“1 hopeto hell it doesn’t get to that stage,” Randall muttered.

He tugged worriedly at the lobe of hisleft ear. Then he glanced
up sideways into Bentley’s set face.

“Peter?’

“Yes”

“1 hear the admiral’s pretty set on this tournament? Keen on
fitness, that sort of thing.”

“That’sright, yes.”

“Then it seems to me that having entered a man, we can’t very
well withdraw.”

Bentley nodded; that reason lay partly behind hisdecisiontolet
Gellatly fight.

“Gellatly hasn't a hope—you said so yourself,” Randall went
on.

“No,” Bentley said flatly.

“Eh?But amoment ago...”

“1 mean ‘No’ to what you're thinking. Y ou want me to take on
our Fairy friend.”

“At least he’ d be up against someone more his own weight and
ability.”

Bentley was silent, and for a second Randall thought he had
swayed him. Then the captain spoke, and Randall knew hewaswrong:

“1 wanted to get into that ring back there more than I’ ve wanted
anything for along time,” Bentley said quietly. “I saw the look on
theface of the seaman | spoke to—there’ sno doubt in my mind that
Flossisthe horrible example of the messdeck bully. What he needs
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is the hiding of his life. But...” he shook his head, short definite
movements, “1’m in no place to try and give it to him. Damn it al,
you know that!”

“But there’ sacouple of weeksyet to thefight,” Randall protested;
“you know you're in tip-top shape. All you need is ten days of
training. You could take that boy,” he nodded. “I’ ve seen how you
can go.” Bentley looked at him, and his smile was a small and
affectionate offering.

“Do | haveto hit you over the head with it?’ he asked patiently.
“Maybe | could take him—though | doubt it I haven’t had the gloves
on for along, long time. But that’s not the point. I’'m not only an
officer, I’'m acommanding-officer. | doubt very much if the admiral
would consent, even if | were silly enough to approach him. No,
Peter, Flossisarating and one of his own hasto take him.”

Randall opened his mouth and hisfriend raised his hand.

“Y ou'rewasting your time, Bob. It simpossible.” The boat pulled
in alongside the gangway and Bentley turned back as he made to
jump out. “Nothing to Gellatly about this afternoon,” he warned,
and Randall nodded.

Half an hour later Bentley walked aong the iron-deck towards
the group of men clustered about the tubes. They saw him coming
and made way readily. Gellatly was waiting, his gloves on. Bentley
called him over while the gunners mate laced on his own gloves.

“1 saw your opponent thisafternoon,” he said to the petty-officer.

“1 thought you might, sir,” Gellatly grinned.

“Tak about a grape-vine!” Bentley grunted. “Well, here it is.
He' s heavier than you, but from what | saw he might not be asfast.
My opinion isit should be a short fast stoush. Y ou've got to get in
there and keep at him. He' stoo strong to be worn down.”

If Gellatly felt any concern at thisinformation he did not show it.

“| see, sir.”

“WEe Il go five rounds this afternoon. | want you to come at me
al the time. Give it al you've got for five rounds. As hard as you
like. Thentomorrow well increaseto six rounds, and so on. All right?’

“Havegot, sir.”

“Remember now—everything in this five rounds. The whole
gubbins.”
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The gunner’s mate stepped back and they shaped up. Randall
noticed again the greater weight and strength of Bentley, but
remembered the bulk of Floss, and hewondered if Bentley wasright
in allowing Gellatly to go on with the fight.

Then Gellatly moved in and Randall forgot hiswonderings,

To the eager watchers it was fast, exciting boxing. To Bentley,
blocking and weaving and ducking Gellatly’ s attack, it brought the
conviction that thiswould not do, that Gellatly was not nearly clever
enough; and the doubt that he could coach him to the required
standard in two short weeks.

The fifth round came up and Randall called “Time.” Gellatly
stepped back, hishandslowering and his mouth widely open. Bentley
started to speak and Randall thought: “In first-class shape?Y ou could
take that ape this afternoon!”

“That’ s the stuff,” Bentley was saying, his chest lifting evenly,
“bore in all the time. Now tomorrow—the admiral and the Japs
willing—we'll goto six rounds. All right?’

“Yes.. sir,” Gellatly panted, and shook the sweat from his eyes.
Bentley held out his handsto the gunner’ s mate.

Two hourslater, with long shadows streaking the calm waters of
the anchorage, Bentley was smoking a cigarette with Randall onthe
cool of the upper-deck outside his sea-cabin. Normally he would
not have noticed him, but for thislast liberty-boat ashore there were
only a handful of men, and Gellatly in his petty-officer’s uniform
was conspicuous, Bentley saw the gunner’ s mate waswith him.

“They’ re going ashore?’ Histone was surprised.

“1 don’t know why not?” Randall smiled, “leave’ s been piped.”

“Y ou know what | mean! No self-respecting sailor would be seen
dead in adump likethis.”

“Oh, | don't know. There's been an Infusion of about fifty
females.”

Bentley watched the boat carve awhite furrow towardsthe shore.

“A drop in the ocean with acrowd like this.”

“Agreed. But if one of those choice little drops happens to fall
on—or for—you... 7’

The qualities of asuccessful destroyer-driver are many. High on
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thelist isthe ability to think fast, added to a shrewd knowledge of
your crew. And aretentive memory, a photographic plate on which
the smallest happening is indelibly etched. Bentley was a very
successful destroyer-driver.”

“Sothat’sit!” he murmured.

Randall looked at him, and there was a shade of disappoi ntment
in hisrugged face.

“You know?’ he asked, the patronising tone subdued in reluctant
wonder. “1 thought | was one up on you in this.”

“1 know now,” Bentley nodded, his mind recalling two figures
outside his sea-cabin after the submarine hunt had been called off.
“What'sshelike?’

How the hell do you know about it if you don’t know what she
looks like? Randall wondered. But his respect for his captain’s
prescience and intelligence was deeply rooted. He accepted Bentley's
knowledge, from an experienced recognition of thefact that he saved
himself alot of mental exercise by acceptance without question.

“A peach,” he answered. “What Gellatly’s got I'm damned if |
know, but they were together a hell of alot on the way down. He
showed her all over the ship. But then you must have seen that?’

Bentley had no intention of destroying the illusion of his
omnipresent perspicacity by revealing thereal and meagre source of
hisknowledge.

“Evenso,” heevaded, “hemust haveworked fast. Youthink he's
meeting her ashoretonight?’

“He’ snot going to the races, or the Trocadero,” Randall pointed
out.

“Brilliant!” Bentley sneered. “1 hope he's got enough sense to
lay off thejungle-juice ashore.” He smiled. “ But what’ s he going to
do with the gunner’ s mate?”’

“It can’t bethat long ago,” Randall mused, shaking hishead.

“Eh?What’ snot long ago?’

“Thetimeswhen we used to do the town over. Whenwe used to
have a pair of popsiesin tow.”

Again Bentley justified his selection for command.

“Y ou mean that onceyou'rein, you'rein? Get onegirl, evenina
holelikethis, and she'll bring along afriend?”
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“Move,” said Randall, “to the top of the class.”

“1I"m moving,” Bentley told him, “down for a pre-dinner snort.
And,” gazing after the distant boat, “if he' shleary-eyedinthemorning
I'll stop hisleave.”
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CHAPTER FIVE

THERE ISNOTHING LIKE putting on a bold front. Or so the
proprietor of the Starlight club bdieved.

His establishment was afforded an attractive front by virtue of its
romantic name, and he could the added justification of honesty by virtue
of the astronomical fact that customers could see the starsthrough the
roof. Thisbringing indoorsthetropica outdoorswas achieved smply
through the materialsused in theroof’ s congtruction. They wereragged
and rotting palm leaves, and though undeniably they let thestarlight in,
they also offered unobstructed ingresstorain.

But there again the Goanese proprietor had been cunning. A
European owner of something named the Starlight Club might have
felt constrained to provide in the plans for awooden floor. But the
base on which Petty-Officer Gellatly’ s feet were now resting was a
more natural one—beaten earth. The fiercest deluge could not harm
it, nor did the tables have anything to worry about—they were
wooden, and patina d with such a coating of grease and impregnated
with such a dyeing of stale beer that they could laugh at the best
rainstorm Ceylon could produce.

But sailors are an adaptable breed; and everything is relative.
Gellatly and the gunner’ s mate had been in much worse divesthan
this one, and in any case with what they had in front of them their
attention was not on questions of decor.

“Have another?’ Gellatly asked, smiling happily. He was not at
all averse of being the target for ahundred pairs of envious eyesin
that crowded room.

The nurse, prettier than a picture, looked down at her half-full
glass and tried not to grimace.

“Not at the moment, thank you,” she managed to smile.

Privately, Gellatly did not blame her. They were drinking what
tasted like acombination of liquid floor polish and fermented coconut
juice—arecipe not so far off themark. “What about you, Liz?’ asked
the gunner’ smate gallantly.

“I"ll stick with Beryl, thanks,” a pert voice answered him.

Around them the sound-waves of men determinedly drinking and
enjoying themselves eddied and flowed. Words and shouts and
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catcallsreached them, and ebbed away making no impression. Then
aman at the next table, in one of those odd currents of silenceinthe
most crowded room, mentioned something about the “boxing
tournament.” They heard thewords clearly.

“You shouldn't have much more of that muck, Clive,” Beryl
advised him. “1t’ srot-gut, and it certainly won't help your training.”

“Frankly,” grinned the boxer, “I’vehad training. At the moment,
anyhow. How about we |eave the ship where sheis?’

He raised his glass and the gunner’s mate growled: “ You don’t
wanta let the Old Man hear you say that. Not after he's sweated
every afternoon for aweek lickin' you into shape.”

Lizleaned forward, her gamin face alert with interest.

“Y ou mean your captain also is aboxer?’

“One of thebest,” the gunner’ smate claimed stoutly; “used to be
Fleet heavyweight champion.”

“Thenwhy,” Beryl asked, also interested in this unexpected facet
to their rescuer, “doesn’'t he enter the tournament?’

“Oh, | dunno,” Gellatly answered her. “Maybeit’ sgot something
to do with hisbeing skipper.”

“But if he's the captain now, then he must have been an officer
when he won the championship?’

“Sure hewas. But not acommanding officer. There' sahell of a
difference.” Beryl, used herself to a discipline as strict as her
companion’s, nodded.

“Yes, | seewhat you mean. Though it'sapity that...”

She stopped, suddenly aware that her voicewasraised. Then she
realised that her tone had been normal for the noise about them, and
that it was the noise which had subsided. Thefour of them turned to
face the door.

Gellatly saw a large seaman standing just inside the door, two
cronies behind him. Plainly the new-comer—the apparent cause of
the sudden silence-waswell-known to this British crowd, but to the
Australian hewasastranger.

Beryl said, quietly and with emphasis:

“What arepulsive-looking man!”

That seemed to sum it up for all of them. They laughed, and
turned back to their own business.
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In al that packed room there were no more than half a dozen
women, and the other four were seated further back near the walls.
Beryl and Liz, in the middle of the floor, were thus conspicuous.
Beryl in any case would have been that—as the gunner’ s mate had
mentioned on board that afternoon: “Y ou’d even give her a second
look on Bondi Beach of a Saturday afternoon.”

It was natural that Floss' s ugly eyes should come to rest on her.
He had noticed, pleasurably, the cessation of talk ashe had made his
entrance, and what he now proposed to do should make him even
more conspicuous. That was only part of hisreason—hewasaman
used to getting his own way amongst his fellows, and he could see
nothing which might constitute an obstruction to his present plans.
And they included—in his present state of highly-fit virility—the
companionship and comfort of that pretty nurse seated at the table
in front of him. Thefirst Gellatly knew of an alien presence was a
large and hairy hand which appeared over Beryl’ s shoulder and took
her glass. A gravelly voice suggested, in a mockery of attempted
gdlantry:

“Y ou don’'t wannadrink that muck, gorgeous. | can put you on to
some real grog. How about it?’

The contempt of the man for the girl’ s companionswas complete
and sincere. He was so sure of himself that his hands were already
on the back of her chair, waiting to pull it back when sheroseto his
invitation. Beryl glanced up at him over her shoulder. That shoulder
was bare, revealed in alow-cut cotton frock, and the eyes of Floss
hungrily gazed their fill from his position of advantage. Gellatly felt
the hot blood warming up into hisface.

“Areyou blind?’ Beryl asked coldly. “1 already have afriend.”

Flossleered down at her.

“Y ou gottafriend, sure. But now you gottaman.”

The room was silent, tense with the foreknowledge and
anticipation of sailorswitnessing afamiliar preludein aforeign port.
Into the silence LiZ' s voice dropped clearly:

“Y ou better be careful, you great lug! Her friend happensto bea
fighter, and he’ sin the boxing tournament.”

The piggish eyes of the big man flicked over the gunner’s mate
and cameto rest on Gellatly. They saw the petty-officer’ stenseness,
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his hands on the table ready for the push upwards. They saw, but
Floss was unimpressed. Hislips twisted.

“Y our name Gellatly?’

“That'sright,” Gellatly said crisply. “Now clear out!”

“Well, well,” Flossgrinned, “hereheisinasailors hang-out and
he pulls the old rank. That how you’re gonna win your fight, big
boy?‘Don’t dare hit me hard, Fairy, or I’'ll have you up before the
Bloke!’”

Thetwo cronieslaughed sycophantically behind him. Gellatly’s
facereddened. Hefelt his self-control dlipping, and thiswas so novel
an experience, especially when faced by ajunior rating, that for a
moment he deliberately analysed it—and realised that it wastheman’'s
repulsiveness which had surfaced thered anger in hisbrain.

He said, hisvoice thick with the control he put onit:

“I don’'t know who you are, but if you don’t leave this table at
once you will be up before the Bloke!”

Flosslooked back at him, the same sneering twist on his mouth.
Then he stared round the watching room. He raised his hand and its
sweep took in the taut form of Gellatly.

“Y’see, mates? Y’ see what we' re up against? What hope’ s poor
old Fairy got against aback-scratching senior rate like this?”

Even then, through the anger in hisbrain, Gellatly was not aware
of the big man’ sidentity. He knew his name, as Floss knew his, but
he had no knowledge of his appearance. Floss sindirect referenceto
himself served to seal Gellatly’ signorance.

He felt the gunner’s mate’ s warning touch on his arm, and he
heard the sneering voice, thistime directed in ahoarse confidential
tone to Beryl:

“So your boy-friend’s a fighter, gorgeous? That means he's in
trainin’. And that means he can’t do no good for you ternight. Now
me, | never felt better inme...”

Hewasleaning over Beryl, hiseyesfeasting, hisugly face close
to her hand. The smack of her hand was as sharp as apistol shot in
the waiting room. Floss straightened abruptly and stepped back a
pace, so that he was in position and in readiness to face Gellatly’s
swift leap from hischair.

Gellatly’ smind wasfilled with ahot rage, but he still had sense
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enough to judge what he was doing. And in the brief second of his
judgment he guessed that whatever happened between petty-officer
and rating in thisfilthy dive no mention of it would get back to higher
authority. Rightly or wrongly, that was al the reassurance he needed.
Hisleft fist jabbed out towards the leering face.

Hewas actually agood boxer. But araging brain does not make
for split-second timing and judgment of a punch. Floss, on the other
hand, had known what he was going to say, guessed what thereaction
would be. So that with little effort he knocked Gellatly’s fist aside
and struck with his own huge hand.

Floss was not defending histitle now. Hisintention wasto hurt,
and maim. He succeeded. His bunched knuckles took Gellatly
squarely on the mouth, and the force of the blow hurled him
backwards.

The men at the table directly behind them had quietly eased aside.
The chairs were empty. Gellatly had knocked one of them over in his
precipaterise. Now ashetwisted and fell under theforce of the blow he
crashed down on to the side of that over-turned chair. He was a
heavyweight, and the chair was solid. Hedid not hear therib crack, but
hefelt the pain, asharp, searing jolt of reaction beneath hisheart.

Helay there amoment, dazed with the force of the punch and the
painin hisside. The sneering voice dropped into his ears:

“Come on, fighter boy! Or are you gonnalie there and let your
floosiefight for yer?’

Gellatly pushed himself up. He turned about and stepped towards
Floss. His eyeswere squinted in pain and hisleft elbow was hugged
in against his side. Flossflicked his eyes down to that elbow; it was
held in an unnaturally protective stance. And Floss knew.

Gellatly came for him and Floss ducked the southpaw right lead
and feinted with his left at Gellatly’s face. The protective elbow
lifted clear and Floss drove hisright fist with all the strength of his
shouldersin against the brokenrib.

Landis the surgeon diagnosed later that the sharp-pointed bone
waslucky not to have punctured the lung. Asit wasthe effect of that
cruel smash was definite enough. The abrupt violence of the pain
jolted Gellatly’s brain over the edge of consciousness. He reeled
sideways into the table and then crumpled slowly to the floor.
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“Now, gorgeous,” Floss grinned, and laid his paw on her bare
shoulder. And asplintering crack brought his eyes up swiftly.

The gunner’s mate was a dight man, but in his rise to gunnery
eminence he had been trained in atough school. And what he held now
in his hand negatived the dightness of his physical stature. He came
warily round thetable, hiseyes savage, the neck of thebottlegrippedin
his hand and itsjagged broken glassaimed at Floss sthroat.

It was not the first time Floss had seen abroken bottle held like
that His interest was in the face of the man holding the frightful
weapon. And he knew in one glance that the gunner’ s mate would
useit, and that he knew how to useit.

Floss put his hand out in aplacatory gesture. The gunner’ smate
jabbed, and only the boxer’ s quicknessjerked hishead back intime
to escape vicious laceration.

“Now look here...” be snarled, a safe distance between them.
“Beat it!” said the gunner’s mate in a hard, quiet voice. The tone
told Floss all be wanted to know.

He backed away further, men pressing behind him towards the
door.

“What’'s up with yer?” Floss snarled, but the confident
belligerence had gone from his voice—he knew he could take the
smaller man, just as he knew that one jab from those razored edges
could mark himfor life. “I knocked him downinfair...”

“Beat it!” The voice was still quiet, but it held a whiplash of
savageintention.

Flosslaughed, and his eyes never left that advancing hand.

“Ah, let’ sget outahere,” he said to hiscronies. “ Thejoint stinks.
An’ | never liked left-overs anyway.”

He swung and strode from the room. The gunner’ smatewaited a
few seconds, then he threw the bottle on the floor and walked quickly
back to hisfriend.

“That'sabout it, sir,” Landissaid. “ Onerib broken, severebruising
of thearea. I’ d say theinjuries could be caused by a heavy fall. But
the laceration round the mouth istoo localised.”

“Y ou mean apunch? A bare fist?’

“Yes, sir. If his head had hit the same object as his ribs, then
nose, and probably eyes, would have been injured.”
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“He can stay on board?’

“Oh, yes. He' shealthy enough, and therib will set all right inthe
sickbay. But he' s out of the tournament, of course.”

“Of course. All right, Doc. Thank you.”

Landis picked up his cap and left the cabin. Bentley turned to
Randall. Hisfacewas grim.

“What do you know about it?’

“Nothing,” the first-lieutenant answered at once. His fingers
rubbed at his chin, a worried movement. “That's what | can't
understand about it. Normally—as you know—I" m put in the picture
pretty quickly when anything likethis happens. But the petty-officers
mess have clammed up tight.”

Bentley nodded. Helit acigarette and | et the picture shroud itsel f
in abreath of slowly-exhaled smoke. Then he tapped the ash off in
the tray, slow deliberate knocks of hisforefinger.

“Obvioudly Gdllatly got into afight ashore,” he started. “He could
bereluctant to talk because hefeelshe’ slet the ship down asregards
the tournament.”

“That's how | seeit,” Randall nodded. “I’ve spoken to him, of
course. All he'll say isthat he broke hisrib on achair. But the getting
into afight part—no, not Gellatly. He' s not the type. Too steady, too
much at stake. Maybe some bloke shoved him, accidentally. Then
over the chair.”

“Hegot into afight,” Bentley repeated, hisvoiceflat. “ Y ou heard
Landis. We'll start from there. Gellatly can look after himself. There
are quiteanumber of tough fellowsin this Fleet, but few good boxers.
Gellatly’ sone of them. He' staken abeating. And obviously aquick,
effective one. Therefore his opponent must be a pretty smart boy.”

“1 think you' reassuming ahell of alot,” Randall protested. “ And
you'recompletely ignoring Gellatly’ s character.”

“Hewas with agirl,” Bentley said evenly, “and agirl in adive
ashorein aplacelikethiscouldlead to all sortsof character changes.”

Randall stubbed his cigarette out.

“All right, then. Let’ ssay you' reright. But we can’t do anything
about it. No charges have been laid from shore, Gellatly sayshefell
over achair. Asfar as| seeit, that’sit.”

Bentley did not answer. Randall took up his cap. “It’s bad luck
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about the tournament. Our gorillafriend will remain unchallenged.”
Still Bentley was silent. Randall said: “If that’sall, | want to check
the port cable-holder.”

“That'sall, Bob,” Bentley said.

After he had left the cabin Bentley sat in his chair for several
minutes. His face was thoughtful, and he was thinking of what he
had said regarding the skill of the man who had taken Gellatly. He
knew he had not convinced Randall, but then the big lieutenant was
not aboxer. Bentley leaned forward to tap the ash from his cigarette.
Suddenly he crushed it out, and pushed himself up and walked to the
door.

“Yes, sir?’ the messenger asked.

“Chief bosun’ smate, please,” Bentley ordered, and walked dowly
back to hischair.

Hooky Walker opened the door and came in and Bentley’s eyes
were on his face. Hooky avoided those intense eyes. Bentley said:

“Y ou know, don’t you?’

“Well...” said Hooky. He turned his cap in his band.

“Sit down. Have acigarette.”

“Thank you, sir.”

The huge man’s right “hand” was gleaming in the morning
sunlight shafting in through the scuttles. Bentley lit hiscigarette.

“Hooky,” Bentley said quietly, and the chief bosun’s mate knew
it was going to be “old ships,” unofficial, aman-to-man calling on
old friendship and loyalty—what he had dreaded.

“Yes, gr.”

“Gellatly.”

“Er... yes, sir.”

Bentley waited, smoking quietly. Hooky drew on his cigarette.
He blew the smoke out almost fiercely.

“1 don’t want to, sir. Y ou know that.”

“1 know that.”

Hooky looked up into the lean brown face watching him. It had
been along time, he remembered, almost against hiswill. Way back
to asub-lieutenant’ sring; then lieutenant, and then three destroyers
with this officer, the last two in command. A long time, along and
close and perfectly understood friendship. Bentley now wore three
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full rings, and he was in the captain’s cabin of a modern Fleet
destroyer; yet Hooky felt, at this moment, as close to him as ever
he’ d been.

“All right,” he said, and neither man noticed the omission of the
title. “But I’ ve got to ask for this—it staysin the cabin.”

“You knew it would.”

“1 didn’t know that at all!”

“Asbad asthat?’

“Couldn’t be much worse. Gellatly took on an able-seaman. Fifty
witnesses.”

Bentley nodded.

“Floss,” he said.

Hooky’s head jerked up.

“How the hell... ?’

“Never mind how. Y ou can forget thewitnesses. Nobody' stalked. |
would have heard by now—so would Gdllatly... | Right. Let’ shaveit.”

Hooky drew two puffs on his cigarette. His oaken face was
pinched in thought. But not of what he had to say—hewaswondering
how in hell this captainly recluse had stumbled on a name which
only half adozen senior ratingsin the ship knew.

“Gellatly went off with the gunner’s mate,” he started; “I got
most of it from him. They wasin this dive with the two nurses and
the big bloke comesin...”

Bentley listened without interruption. In the whole recital his
expression changed twice. The first time was when Hooky told of
the vicious blow to Gellatly’s broken ribs. He shifted in his chair,
and the creaking of the springs brought Hooky’ s eyes round to look
at him. He saw aface ominous and hard, the mouth athin tight line.

“Hoss deliberately punched at the ribs?’

“That'sit,” Hooky nodded, his own face bitter, “ The gunner’s
mate reckons the mongrel must’ ve known because Gellatly had his
arm held low down, tryin’ to protect ‘em.”

“Goon,” Bentley said, very quietly.

Hooky continued the story, and as he listened Bentley could easily
reconstruct the crowded and smoky scenein hismental vision. Then
Hooky mentioned the breaking of the bottle, and the little man’'s
driving of thefighter through the door. Bentley leaned forward, his
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hands clasped across his stomach and his eyes glinting.

“Hetook abroken bottleto him?Nicework.” Hisvoicewasamost
soft, with asteely slkinesswhich belonged wholly to thefighter, not the
commanding-officer. “ Thegunner’ smate might run to ten stone. F oss
could have feinted and grabbed that hand. Y et he backed of f?’

“Clear outside. Takin’ hiscrawlin’ opposwith him.”

“Hoss,” Bentley said distinctly, “isadingo.”

“That’ swhat the gunner’ smate said. Somethin’ about hisvoice,
be said. He knew he had him licked with that bottle. Not that | blame
him, mind you. A bottle’ sbloody nasty, and the gunner’ s mate’ sno
slouch when it comesto roughin’ it.”

“Nevertheless...” the captain murmured, and leaned back in his
chair. Hooky saw that the fingers of hishandswere extended into a
steeple, and that they were tapping together. “All right, Hooky,”
Bentley finished crisply, “that will do. Thanksfor your help.”

Hooky stood up. This captain could be the most dismissive man
he knew, when he wanted to be.

“Ah... she'll beright, won'tit, sir?’

“Don’t worry. This was quite unofficial. | imagine Gellatly’s
paying for hisindiscretion in tackling ajunior rating. He must be
stewing down there.”

“He'sstewin’ all right, sir—with pain!”

“1 haven't forgotten it,” Bentley said. He nodded. “All right,
Buffer.”

Hooky, now returned to his official position, walked out of the
cabin and shut the door.

Bentley waited afew minutes, but it was not indecision or thought
this time. When he judged Hooky was clear, he rang a buzzer. The
messenger poked hishead in.

“Get the motorboat alongside,” the captain ordered. “Tell the
first-lieutenant | am going aboard the flagship.”

“Aye, aye, Sir.”

“He's really very busy,” the flag-lieutenant told Bentley, and
moved his carefully-groomed head in anegative, suggestive gesture.

“| appreciate that,” the Australian nodded. “But | think he will
seeme. It squiteimportant And personal,” he added.
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The last word decided the flag-lieutenant. His duty was to keep
as much of Fleet business as possible clear of the admiral’s busy
attention; but a destroyer captain’s personal business, when it
involved Authority as high asthis, must be serious.

“Very well,” he said, in what sounded like a resigned sigh.”
“Please wait here.”

When he came out of the big cabin the flag-lieutenant’ sfacewas
more respectful than when heentered it When he had heard the name
of hiscaller the admiral had consented at once to see him.

“Youmay goin, sir. But please be as brief as possible.”

Hiscap tucked in the correct position under hisleft arm, Bentley
stepped through the doorway and stood to attention before Sir Sidney
Granville. The genial face and the piercing eyes|ooked up at him.

“1 understand thisis personal, Bentley?’

“Yes, sir. Mainly personal.”

“Sit down. Now—I'mafraid | haven’t asmuchtimeas!’dliketo
giveto your problem.”

“1 understand, sir. I'll be brief.”

“Well, then?’

“1t concerns the boxing tournament.”

The face was still cherubic, but the eyes had narrowed. Bentley
went on hastily:

“Thetournament—and me, sir. | wish to fight your man Floss.”

Theadmiral’ s gjaculation was ol d-fashioned, and emphatic;

“Damme! Y ou certainly cometo the pointinahurry!” Heleaned
hiselbowsonthetable. “Am| to understand that you, at commanding-
officer, wish to enter aboxing-ring against an able-seaman?’

“Yes, gr.”

“Why?’ Coming from that chubby face theword waslikeawhip-
crack.

Bentley breathed in.

“My man, Gellatly, had an accident ashore last night—it seems
hefell on to achair and brokearib.”

“| see. But why your... unusual interest?’

Bentley had no intention of lying, but he could see no point in
revealing the whole truth, the real reason why he wanted to face
Able-Seaman Floss.
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“All my Service career | have been an advocate of physical fitness,
sir. | was pleased when one of my men entered the tournament. |
havein fact been sparring with him. | appreciate the unusual ness of
a captain fighting a seaman, but | also think the advantages will
outweigh the disadvantages—if there are any.”

“And the advantages?’

“Therewill be aheavyweight fight, sir—the most interesting in
any tournament. Interest in physical fitness should be enlarged.
And...”

“Yes? Granville prompted him.

The admiral was watching his visitor shrewdly, but that visitor
owned to a sizable slice of shrewdness himself; he knew he had
Granville'sinterest If he had not, by now he would be walking up
the ladder to the quarterdeck.

“As | seeit, sir, atournament in a base like this is concerned
mainly with creating arecreational Interest for the men.”

“Thatisso.”

“Then, sir, surely a match between commanding-officer and
seaman will heighten that interest? They’ll pack in—if only to see
the officer get what’ s coming to him,”

He smiled, but it was difficult to tell from the admiral’s natural
cast of countenanceif he were returning the sentiment.

“That’swhat worries me, Bentley. Perhaps the officer will get...
belted.”

“Perhaps, sir. On the other hand, | might take your man. | seeit
thisway. The match will tend to prove the democratic processes of
the Service; and, if | win, or even put up a good showing, It won't
hurt the officer branch.”

Granville picked up apencil and tapped it on asheet of blotting-
paper. Bentley said quickly:

“1t’ smost important to stage aheavyweight bout, sir. Especially
now since the men expect one.” He hesitated. “I’m not—ah—
completely anoviceinthisgame, sir.”

Granville'seyesflicked up to him.

“I’'m aware of that, Bentley. And I’'m not concerned so much
about your capabilities. It sthe disciplinary side.”

“Yes, g
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He was about to add more. He saw the thoughtful frown on the
admiral’ sface and he desisted. Granvillewasno fool. He had made
hispoints, and the decision would be reached without further pressing
from him.

Granvilletossed down his pencil. It made a sharp rapping sound
against the wood in the quiet of the cabin. He looked up.

“All right, Bentley. Good luck.”

“Thank you, sir.”

Bentley stood up and Granville said:

“That other matter.”

“Yes, gr.”

“It will be sooner than we expected. Possibly in afew days.”

“I'll have atube cleared at once, sir.”

“Do that. Goodbye.”

Bentley stepped out into the hot sunshine of the quarterdeck and
apleasant voice said:

“Well, well. I'll haveto victual you inif this keepsup.”

Bentley turned to seethe slight figure of Commander L etchford
under Y’'sbarrels.

“Morning, sir. I’vejust arranged to have my head knocked off.”

It wasacurious statement to L etchford, who knew nothing of the
interview withtheadmiral, yet it wasthe beginning of aplan Bentley
intended to follow until the fight came off. He knew his own
capabilities, he knew that Floss would be in first-class condition, a
powerful adversary, and he meant to play for al it was worth his
knowledge of the man’s real character as revealed to him by the
gunner’ smate’ svictory.

Flosswasrightly confident that he could win easily over Gellatly:
Bentley wanted him to know as soon as possible that he now had
another contender to face, aman with a heavyweight title to match
hisown.

“1 beg your pardon?’ said Letchford.

“I’vejust entered the lists against your man Floss,” Bentley told
him asthey walked towards the gangway.

“You? | mean—yes, | see. Hence the high-level discussions?’

“That’sright.” Then, because L etchford had said that he knew of
the Fleet title the Australian owned, and would therefore spread the
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word about, Bentley subdued his modesty and the thought of what
L etchford might think of him.

“It’ s not so long ago since | won the heavyweight title,” he said
casualy. “I’'m sure | can get in shape before the fight.”

“1 certainly hope you can!”

The words were spoken with such unexpected emphasis that
Bentley glanced sharply at him. Letchford saw the look.

“Floss,” he said in explanation, “there’s nothing I' d like to see
more than thisfellow take ahiding.”

“That type, eh?’ Bentley said, hiding his pleasure. Letchford
nodded.

“Thereisof course no betting allowed on thetournament... But |
suspect that a good deal of money will swing in another direction
whenit’sknown atitle-holder isin against him.”

They halted at the head of the gangway and themotorboat came
surging in. This could be helpful, Bentley thought—if the crowd’s
with me because of Floss sbullying, thenthey’ Il certainly givevoice
when | land a punch. And every little bit could help towards the
demoralising of Gellatly’ s attacker.

“It seems I’ ve got to beat this fellow of yours,” he said lightly,
and he was never more serious about anything in his life. If Floss
won, or easily showed his superiority, he would succeed in becoming
more of a swine than he was now.

Letchford looked at him, asilent glance of under-standing. The
officer of the day ordered “Pipe,” andWind Rode’s captain ran down
theladder.

Bentley took half an hour against the heavy punching-bag before
he sent for Hooky.

He had worked-out solidly, almost savagely, for he was under no
illusions about the job he had set himself. It was true that he could
have taken every man aboard his own ship, and most in the Fleet,
with one hand; it was also just as certain that the single man be had
to fight was trained to the limit, atough and skilful boxer, and that
Floss' s opponent had not been inside a boxing-ring for more than a
year.

He stood near the guard-rail, pumping air into hislungs, and he
knew with absolute certainty that he had so littletimeto train that he
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would have to take Floss inside three rounds. A year isalong time
when the challenge is against an evenly-matched and vicious
opponent, and if he did not finish it in three rounds then he knew
that Floss could do what he liked with him.

“Yes, sir?’ Hooky said behind him.

Bentley turned. He saw Hooky looking puzzlement at the warlike
preparations.

“You haven't heard?’ Bentley smiled.

“No, sir | had me head down in the mess.”

“I'mfighting Floss,” Bentley said simply.

There were thirty men gathered about the tubes, but Hooky was
not worried about that.

“You bloody little hum-twicer!” he said, with fervent and
unofficial emphasis.

“Y ou might change your mind when you know what | want you
for,” Bentley told him.

“Oh? What' sthat, sir?’

“Y ou're the heaviest man in the ship. I’ll get in some sparring
with thefirst-lieutenant, but I’ || need you to batter against.”

Hooky nodded his big head slowly.

“It' [l have to be short and sweet, sir?’

“You were never more right! | haven’'t nearly enough time to
train for fifteen rounds.”

“Count mein, sir! Andif | wither away there’ safew heavyweights
on the messdeck could do with some fender drill.”

That’s about it, Bentley grinned to himself—I want afender to
hammer against. He said:

“Right then. Strip off and let’ s seewhat ayear’ sbeer hasdoneto
your belly.”

Bentley had told Randall not to mention his discussion with the
admiral—he wanted news of its outcometo originate from alower-
deckman, the Buffer for preference. The men had been close around
them, and they had heard histalk with Hooky. Now he saw two or
three of them slipping away forrard. Smiling slightly, he shaped up
in front of Hooky.

He punched and ducked and punched again and he thought now
as he had done many times before—science or no science, hewould
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not have liked to get embroiled with the chief bosun’s mate in a
fracas ashore. Hooky was close to sixteen stone, and what Bentley
was punching against could have been laid profitably over a gun-
turret asarmour-plate. The big man grunted asthe punches slammed
against hisgloves, but hedidn’t fall back an inch. Under the limited
circumstances, it was excellent training for Bentley. He had ahuman
body to aim againgt, face and heart and solar plexus, onethat moved,
if not like a sparring partner, then with more sympathy than a
punching-bag.

He had pulled his punches, but now that he realised what oak he
was practising with be smashed them in with almost hisfull strength.
And for Hooky it was comparatively safe, for Bentley aimed only
where his gloves were.

He punched for nine minutes without a break, then stepped back
and lowered his hands. Hooky cautiously kept his own gloves up.

“Relax for amoment,” Bentley panted.

“Thank Gawd for that!” the punching-bag growled, and promptly
sat down on the deck.

“How do you feel?” Bentley asked. His query concerned the
power of his own punches more than it did Hooky’ swelfare.

“Like hamburger steak,” Hooky grunted, and took in great gulps
of air.

“Excellent!” Bentley grinned. “ That’ sfine.”

“Glad you think so,” Hooky snorted. “Is this to be daily drill...
sir?’

“Of course. I’'m sorry you can't hit back, but with that thing on
your right hand...”

“There' s nothing wrong with me left mitt!” Hooky growled. “It
might help if | wasn’t on thereceivin’ end all thetime!”

Catcalls and rude suggestions from the mob. Bentley said:

“All right, then. Any timeyou like you can lash out. In fact, that
will makeit even better. Inaweek’ stimeyou' |l bethe perfect sparring
partner.”

“I always told you, you open that big mouth too much,” the
gunner’ s mate exulted.

Hooky opened his mouth now. He remembered the captain’s
presence, and shut it. “You'll keep!” hisglare said to thejaunty little

- JE. Macdonnell: The Blind Eye Page 67 -



bottle-fighter.
“All right?’ Bentley asked.
“Sure, sure,” Hooky lied, and got up.
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CHAPTER SIX

SHORTLY AFTER A LIGHT lunch the next day Bentley was
again down near the torpedo-tubes. One of them was empty, but he
was not concerned about that now.

After he had finished with Hooky the day before he had kept at
it, skipping, doing body-presses, returning again to the punching-
bag. He knew that he was going about it the wrong way for a 15-
round fight: what he was doing could be likened to training a
Melbourne Cup entrant to sprint for three furlongs, hoping that the
judges would be so impressed by the performance they would hoist
the nag’ s number in Number One position.

But then he was entered for a three-furlong run, athree-round
fight. Flossdid not know that, and Bentley had to concentrate on so
toughening himself for aswift killing nine minutesthat Flosswould
know little at the end of them.

Thenovelty of their captain’ spistoning exerciseshad worn down a
little for the crew. Now it was only passing men who stopped for afew
minutesto watch him. Bentley noticed this, but he knew that the actual
fight would see every possible man ashore. Thissatisfied him. Hehad a
personal, vengeful interest inwhittling Flossdown to size, but therewas
the added inducement of providing for thousands of men the spectacle
of abully humbled. Aswell, he found himsalf beginning to enjoy the
unaccustomed exercise; he quietly revelled inthefed of histightening
muscles, and the swesat running from his body.

Now hewasintent on histask. He had just delivered awhistling
right hook that had the bag swinging, when a voice spoke behind
him:

“Excuseme, sir.”

He turned, recognising the officer of the day’ s voice.

“Y e’

“ThisisLieutenant-Commander McQueen, sir. Just joined.”

Bentley was wiping the sweat from his eyes with the back of a
glove. He had not seen the officer with Pilot. He squinted at him,
and then found he had to raise his sight to meet his eyes.

“Good afternoon, sir,” greeted a slow voice. “I'm here for the
test.”
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Pilot’ s face was puzzled. There had been no signal received about
this Reserve officer joining the ship. But Bentley wasnot surprised—a
signal isseen by al sortsof junior eyes, and it wasan e ementary security
precaution to have the scientist come on board with-out fanfare.

“Glad to have you with us,” Bentley said. He was thinking that
the test must be close, and he said:

“Ever done any boxing?’

“Boxing... 7’

Pilot now had a companion in puzzlement. It was
understandable—a Reserve officer’s experience might be
comparatively limited, but still sufficient to realisethat meeting one’'s
future commanding-officer dressed in nothing but boxing shortsand
boots, and slamming away at a big bag in the middle of a hot
afternoon, was unusual. And then to be asked, asthefirst question,
if heboxed... “Boxing, pugging, stoushing, swapping leather. Done
any of it?’

The Reserve officer looked at him.

“No,” heanswered carefully, “I have done none of those things.
Nor, if | may say so, do | have any particular wish to.”

“Pity,” the captain answered seriously. “Y ou’ ve got the sizefor it
and | need another heavyweight.”

The look on McQueen’s face was such that Pilot thought an
explanation wasin order; aswell, bewasaloyal officer, and hewas
averseto having a stranger think that his ship was commanded by a
madman.

“Thecaptain,” heexplained, “isentered for the boxing tournament
the Fleet isholding shortly. He' s abit short on sparring partners.”

“1 thought I’ d made that quite clear,” Bentley said.

“Ah—yes, sir,” Pilot answered. “Shall | show Lieutenant-
Commander McQueen to his cabin?’

Bentley nodded, and wiped his face again.

“The spare cabin. He' sto be on hisown. Seethat thelocksonthe
desk work properly.”

“Ah—yes, sir,” said Pilot again. Hetried, and failed, to hide his
puzzlement and curiosity, and turned away. Bentley said:

“When?’

Pilot swung back. He was abright young navigating-officer, and
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now his mental processes were striving overtime. But McQueen
answered the enigmatical question:

“Tomorrow, Sir.”

“That close? Whereisit?’

Pilot heard, tried to digest, and gave up.

“It was flown in this morning. If you're ready it can be brought
onboard within an hour.”

Bentley’s query as to the whereabouts of the weapon had been
rhetoric—he assumed it wasin the same boat which had brought its
operator. He remembered clearly the admiral’ sinformation that the
thing was safely stored in the flagship’ s magazine.

“But | thought...”

“I brought areplacement with me, sir,” thelarge officer explained
in his slow, careful tone. “We will use the modified version for the
firsttest.”

“| see, Pilot?”’

“Sir?’

“Keep quiet about this. Understand?”’

“Yes, gr.”

“All right, old chap,” Bentley said to McQueen. “Y ou can get the
beastie on board just as soon as you like. The first-lieutenant will
give you any hands you need. Y ou want it loaded straight away?’

“That would be best, yes.”

“Very well. Pilot—all shore-leaveiscancelled. Warn thetorpedo-
gunner’ smate he and histeam will berequired in half an hour.”

“Aye, aye, sir.” Pilot’svoice, to the credit of hismental stahility,
was almost normal.

“Now you can send the Buffer down here. | have even lesstime
than | thought.”

He nodded dismissal, and they moved off. McQueen’s sojourn
aboard the Australian destroyer was to be memorable for severa
things, but he would remember most vividly of all the manner in
which news of hisbrainchild had been received by this captain, and
the sound of gloves smacking forcibly against padded canvas as a
postscript to that casual reception.

“He's always like this?” he asked Pilot wonderingly as they
headed for the wardroom ladder. Pilot grinned.
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“| supposeit doeslook abit odd. But he' sgot atough match, and
there's not much time. You see, he hasn’t fought for more than a
year.”

“Really? And who ishe fighting? Another destroyer captain? A
cruiser officer, perhaps?’

“Hell no! He' sup against an A.B. from the flag-ship.”

“Democracy...” murmured the scientist, and followed his guide
down the ladder.

It was, Bentley realised, to be asthe admiral had advised him—
aFleet sailing for thefirst test.

Hewaited on the bridge while the big ships heaved in their anchor
cables. The rest of the destroyer flotilla had sailed, their object the
usual one of sniffing around outside for any surface skulkers before
the main weight of the Fleet stuck its nose through the boom.

Wind Rode had her orders, delivered by hand in asealed envelope.
The order which concerned Bentley immediately was that one
commanding him to keep station on the flagship’s port beam until
the time came for him to discharge what was now resting in one of
historpedo-tubes.

He had watched theloading himself, interested in afirst sighting
of the new weapon. As before, when he had seen the photograph, he
was disappointed. Cameras don't lie, and the weapon’s main
distinction wasitsbulboussize. It had no new-fangled and mysterious
gadgets breaking up its smooth outline, and the men who had gathered
to watch the loading had soon drifted away.

Apart from Randall, whom Bentley had put in the picture, none
of them knew the purpose of thething in the tube. They guessed that
it might be some sort of backroom-boys’ idea of a torpedo. Their
knowledgetold them that it would be hard to imagine anything less
likely to be effective as a torpedo, but as the Fleets were regularly
receiving novel, and useless, ideas from the research departments,
Wind Rode’smen dismissed their new weapon with short and pungent
comments, and looked to their well-tried guns.

“Flagship under way, sir,” reported Ferris, and Bentley gave his
engine orders.

The Fleet had been at seaan hour, with Ceylon anindistinct blue
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blur dead astern, when Bentley sent for McQueen.

Hewould have preferred his sea-cabin for what he had to discuss,
but athousand yardsto hisright steamed aflagship, withitsadmiral.
A raging rhino could not have dragged Wind Rode’s captain an inch
from hisbridge.

“Yes, sir?’ said the dow voice.

“Over inthiscorner, McQueen.”

The bridge was a metallic square of curiosity—it was aso a
disciplined area, and when the captain deliberately retired to his
sacrosanct corner you kept your eyes and your curiosity elsewhere.

“1 know we went over thislast night,” Bentley started, hoisting
himself up on to his stool, “but I'd like it again. It’s ready to go?’

“Everything' sset. Asl mentioned, theweapon isheldin the outer
end of the tube, and so it will require alarger charge to fireit than
the normal torpedo. That chargeisnow in place.”

“The usual cordite? Compressed air?’

“That is so. There is nothing now but to wait for the admiral’s
order.”

“And for the damned thing to go off!”

“For it to go off, yes. sir. | imagine it will make an interesting
spectacle.”

“1 hopeit does! You say thisisthefirst firing in actual combat
conditions?’

“Yes, If | may say so—if the test is successful—your ship will
have made history.”

“I'll be happy if we make it back to base! Tell me—thethingis
really as powerful asyou think? | mean, your calculations must be
based on theory?’

“On theory, yes—and the known capabilities of aton of Torpex
explosive.”

The voicewas slow and quiet. Bentley wasreminded of hisown
asdic-officer—the scientist who looked like a poet and handled his
submarine-killing instrument like a Jack the Ripper.

“You know, of course,” McQueen was saying, “that water is
incompressible. A ton of any known explosive bursting in the vicinity
of a submarine would certainly destroy it. This is Torpex,
considerably more powerful than amatol. When you add to itsforce
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the crushing strength of incompressible water surrounding a
submarine, the effect will be quite enormous.”

Just likethat... Bentley thought.

“Which bringsmeto the main point,” McQueen went on casualy.
“1 cannot stress strongly enough that the ship must be travelling at
no less than 30 knots when we fire. Y ou appreciate that?’

Bentley grinned. It was ahumourless gesture.

“What’ swrong with 36 knots?’

“1f your ship can produce that speed—nothing at all.”

“1"1l make damned sure she can produceit!” Bentley promised.
He glanced across at the grey bulk of the flagship. “The admiral
gave you no idea of the areafor the test?’

“No. | imagine he thought he was better fitted to decide that than
me. All | haveto do isto fire the weapon.”

Bentley smiled. These were unhealthy waters, and they became
more so with every hour which took the Fleet eastward. The admiral
would indeed decide just when and where Wind Rode's mucking
about would begin.

“You are, | believe,” McQueen said irrelevantly and slowly, “a
boxer of note?’

“I’vedone alittle, yes.”

“A science that has always fascinated me,” said the scientist
thoughtfully. “1 envy you. | had ideaslong ago, at the university, but
mathematicsintervened.”

Bentley glanced at him. His first impression of heavy solidity
had altered somewhat.

“You should do something,” he advised with a grin, “or that
brewer’ s goitre down there will run away with you.”

“Brewer’s... goitre?’

Bentley’ shand patted his own flat belly. McQueen nodded, and
for thefirst time Bentley saw him smile. Then he heard Ferris' svoice.

“Fromtheflag, sir. “ Take station three miles ahead and stand by
to commence test.””

“Acknowledge,” he ordered Ferris, and “ Twenty-five knots,” to
Pilot. To McQueen he said: “ Three miles. He must have a healthy
respect for that gadget of yours.”

“Wisdly, | hope,” the scientist answered.
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“We'll see,” the captain said, and jumped down from his stool.
McQueen, who had been long enough in uniform to recognise
dismissal when he saw it, moved over to the rear of the bridge.

Wind Rode sliced her way up past the battle-line. Then shewas
in the open mouth of the V formed by the destroyer screen. As she
moved on the destroyers, under orders, fanned out to give her clear
passage. They stayed in that formation, and Bentley understood that
the admiral wastaking no chances with McQueen’ s baby.

“Instation, sir,” Pilot reported, and Bentley looked at Ferris. Ina
moment the signal came back: “Report when ready for test.”
McQueen heard Ferris call out thewords and he walked over beside
Bentley. “I’mready, sir.”

“Very well. Torps? Go down and check the firing yoursalf at the
tubes.”

“Aye, aye, Sir.”

“Excuseme.”

Bentley looked at McQueen.

“Y e’

“If you don’t mind I’ d like the normal torpedo-firing procedure
to be carried out. From the bridge, asusual. Just asit would be done
inan actual attack.”

“Fair enough,” Bentley agreed at once. “Stand by your lever,
Torps. And warn the tube crew.”

“Aye, aye, Sir.”

“Maketotheflag,” Bentley ordered Ferris, “ ‘ Ready in all respects
for test.””

“Excuseme.”

“What isit now?’ Bentley’svoice was alittle sharp.

“l understand we're still at 25 knots, sir,” the slow voice
suggested,

Bentley offered him asmall smile.

“Don’'t worry. That’s one thing | haven’t forgotten! You'll get
your speed all right.”

Ferris, who had waited during this exchange, now rattled his
signal-shutter. Bentley leaned forward and took up the engine-room
phone.

“Engineer speaking” came back McGuire’ svoice.
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“Captain, Chief. We'll be doing the deed shortly. Give me 35
knots, now. And keep it that way.”

“Leave that,” answered the engineer, who had a profound love
for hisrudder and screws, “to me!”

Smiling, Bentley replaced the phone. Pilot had already spoken
to thewheelhouse, thus officially recording the order. The ship began
to shudder. Shewaswell ahead of the destroyer screen, behind which
loomed the three battleships flanked by their cruisers. Bentley
wondered again why, if the admiral wished to witness the test, he
had not come out inWind Rode; and came to the same conclusion—
Granville had not won his command through playing bridge with the
First Lord, and now that he had a Fleet he intended to exercise—
and, if necessary—use it. He was an offensive leader, in the
professional sense, one who didn't like keeping his ships idle in
harbour.

Thetimeat seafor thetest would not be wasted, Bentley reflected,
while hewaited for the executive signal. They could expect extensive
exercises on theway back to base. Thisfitted in snugly enough with
his own philosophy: the price of freedom in this savage war was not
only eternal vigilance, but constant drill.

He raised his glasses and scanned the destroyer lines astern of
him. His own asdic dome was housed, but those score of sub-hunters
would be searching to right and | eft for anything that might think of
taking abite at this attractive cherry.

Then herained hissight back on to the flagship, and he thought
of the enormous power she represented—and the buzzer of the radar-
office voice-pipe pitched sharply across the bridge.

Randall was at the mouth of the pipe in two leaps. He listened,
hisface forming aplug, then hishead swung and his eyes grabbed at
Bentley.

“Large formation aircraft contacted dead ahead—coming
towards!”

“Range?’ Bentley snapped.

“Forty miles. Identified enemy!”

“Ferris!” Bentley ordered, and the yeoman jumped to hislamp.
“McQueen?’

“Yes, gr.”
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“Can that thing be set to safe?”’

“Why, yes, | can set it to safe easily enough. There's a pin
arrangement in the nose, on the under-side alittle behind the primer.”

Bentley listened impatiently to the slow voice. He said:

“Then get down there at the double! Report from the tubeswhen
it'sset to safe.”

“But the test...? We were just about to...”

“You'll seedl thetest youwant,” Bentley brokein grimly. “ Smack
it about!”

McQueen was unfamiliar with the Australian adjuration to fly,
but he got the message plainly enough. He hurried down the bridge
ladder and Bentley ordered:

“Sound action!”

The alarm bells peal ed through the ship.

Two minutes|ater the ship was quiet again. But now every gun she
mounted was manned, the barrel s weaving about the sky asthe crews
tested their mechanism. There had been no need for an order to cancel
thetest, nor was one sent. Wind Rodewas back in her normal positionas
rear ship on the left-hand leg of the screening V, under orders of the
flotilla-leader, and the cruisers had closed in on the battle-line, their
multiple anti-aircraft guns cocked up skyward.

The sea was calm, the ship was quiet, and with this experienced
Heet therewasno confusion of Sgnasflashing from theflagship’ sbridge.
But it does not take long for 300-knot aircraft to travel 40 miles, and
every man waiting aboard Wnd Rodeknew that never had therebeena
more definitejustification of the adagethat the cam precedesthe storm.

Randall stepped up on to the wooden grating beside Bentley.

“Thisis becoming less of a novelty, and quickly,” he growled.
“Four big raidsin abit more than amonth.”

Bentley nodded, his eyes on the sky.

“They must have been airborne before we left base,” he decided,
“thereforethisraid wasinitially directed at the base.”

“All the same to those mongrels,” Randall grunted. “ They find
usthere, they find ushere... But why hasn’t the old boy turned back?’

“I"d say his reason’s plain enough,” Bentley told him. “He's
maintaining his easterly courseto draw ‘ em away from the base docks
and installations.”
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“Uh, huh,” the big lieutenant agreed, his eyes a so skyward, “but
| still can’t fathom out why his carriers haven’t been detected. We ve
got submarines patrolling well over east—why haven't they sighted
them?’

“Becausethere aren’'t any carriers,” Bentley said flatly.

“Oh, come on!” Randall grunted. “I thought we agreed they
couldn’'t possibly fly thisfar from Sabang or Maaya.”

“We did” Bentley traversed his glasses across the smiling sky.
“1’ve been thinking a good deal about this,” he went on quietly,
“We've knocked out one secret air-base, remember? Why couldn’t
the Japs have another? Or half a dozen others? The police have a
word for it—modus operandi. If they established one secret base,
they’ d form others.”

“No argument,” Randall agreed. “But where?’

“Why don’t you ask me something simple—like when the war
will end?’ Bentley growled. The radar-office buzzer gave tongue

again.

The raid developed swiftly and with expected savagery. The
British Eastern Battle Fleet looked formidable enough, and so it
was—against its designed targets. But it was still in the process of
building-up: Granville had no carriersto help him ward off air-attack,
nor had he R.A.F. fighters to cover him. The island’s air strength
was almost wholly devoted to protecting Colombo and its harbour.

It wasto the enemy’ s disadvantage that he had found the Fleet at
sea—the ships would have been much less formidable firing from
an anchorage. Asit wasthe Fleet had miles of ocean spacein which
to manoeuvre; and the admiral could bring in his cruisers to add
their quotato his own massed fire-power.

It was obvious that the battleships would be the main targets.
They were more heavily-armoured than the other ships, they would
be more difficult to sink—but one battleship critically damaged, or
sunk, would be worth three cruisersin cost, in men, and in terms of
depleted efficiency of the Fleet. And in that leading giant, flaunting
itswhite flag with thered St. George’ s Cross, was the admiral.

The enemy squadrons flew over on achecking run and on\WWind
Rode'sbridgethey could hear plainly the multiplethunder of engines.
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The noise beat down to them from the sounding vault of the sky and
the cruisers and battl eships opened fire and placed agarden of ugly
black flowers high up in the blue,

Unhurt, for they were very high, the Japanese planes flew on,
and then turned.

“Stand by toreceive,” Randall muttered, and amoment later the
first bombsfell.

Through their glasses the bridge team saw them plainly—~black
blobs tumbling in swift succession from the spawning bellies of the
bombers; still tumbling, until the speed of their dropping allowed
the tall vanesto bite into the air and steady the bodies so that they
came plummeting down nose-first, amalignant hail of deadly darts.

The bombs had dropped from agreat height, and asthey neared
the water their speed was too great for the eye to follow. They
disappeared from sight, and reappeared again a second later in the
form of upthrusting gouts of dirty water.

Discoloured water, white spray, black smoke—and no bright red
of ahit. The battle-line came steaming massively through the spouts,
the huge bulls still leaning on the admiral’ savoiding turn, the sides
of each of the three shipsjetting orange flame at the sky. With them,
turning asthey did, maintaining precise formation, went the cruisers
and destroyers.

Each of those six cruisers mounted eight four-inch guns, and every
gunwasin controlled action. The destroyerswere under the command
of their flotilla-leader in matters of gunnery, and they had not yet
opened fire—the targets were too high, the angle of sight was too
great, for their 4.7-inch main armament.

Low-leve torpedo-bombersweretheir meat, and strafing fighters.
These menaces the destroyers were well-equipped to handle. And,
when the high-level bombers had done their worst, the destroyer-
men knew they would have something to handle. Torpedo-bombers
were especially effective against slow-turning battleships.

The bombersflew on, turned, and made their second run. It was
a vicious, and peculiarly intimate, battle. The Fleet was not
compacted, nor was it loose—a nice judgment on the part of the
admiral which allowed bombsto fall into the spaces between ships,
and yet gave him the benefit of massed fire-power. Yet on al that
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vast reach of blue sea the battle-area was small, and the attacking
hawks hung aboveit—alocalised, intimate, ferocious arena. Waiting,
watching, Bentley knew he had littleto fear at the moment. No aircraft
would divein whilethe sky was spawning itsdestruction, and though
the torpedo-bombers were free to attack the destroyers, they would
not wastetheir cargoes on such small game. Thereremained fighters,
but they too, in accordance with the well-tried rules, would reserve
their cannon-shells for the battleships, spearing in ahead of the
torpedo-bombers to destroy or demoralise the close-range weapon
crews and |leave the targets wide open.

The fighters should reserve their fire for the battleships, but in
the next second Bentley realised what he already knew—that in war
nothing is certain, no rules can be taken for granted.

Wind Rodewasthelast ship of theleft-hand leg, and Mr. Lasenby
reported calmly from his controlling director:

“Two fighters coming in on the port beam, angle of sight four-oh.”

The guns swung.

Ever since be had first heard the radar report of an enemy force
Bentley’ smind had been running, asit alwaysdid through everything
he had done, and should do. Now as he heard L asenby’ sinformation
and heard B-mounting bel ow the bridge grind on to the bearing his
mind flashed to the ship’ s deadliest close-range weapon—and thus
on to something he had clean forgotten.

When the ship had closed-up for action the reports had comein,
asthey alwaysdid, and there had been no discrepancies—Wind Rode
was ready to fight. It was only now, with the fighters coming in and
his mind on the pom-pom, that he thought of Petty-Officer Gellatly.
For Gellatly was layer of the pom-pom’s four quick-firing barrels,
thefinest shot in theship. And asfar asBentley knew bewasnow in
bed in the sickbay.

Hishead swung round towards Randal| and in the same movement
he jerked it back again to the binnacle. There was no time now to
check if any member of the pom-pom’ screw were missing. Thetwo
fighters were close, and Wind Rode would need all her speed and
manoeuvrability to slip them.

“Open fire!” Bentley snapped, and a moment later thesix 4.7's
bel ched.
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Lasenby wasfiring in barrage—the range was closing much too
fast for the fire-control table and the fuse-setters to handle the
changing rate. Wind Rode's shells, preset, burst 3,000 feet from her
side. Both fighters flew on through the six black puffs.

“Barrage short short short!” Lasenby ordered, and the next
broadside exploded at 1,500 feet. The fighters came on. Bentley
took ahand.

“Hard-a-port!” he rapped.

Shewas moving fast and almost at once the slim bow started to
swing. Bentley knew his short-range gunnerswould be helped by a
steady platform from which tofire, but he al so knew that their guns
could traverse quickly, and that he had to throw that twin roaring
menace off.

Shewas heeling, well into the avoiding turn, when the fighters’
wings jetted abruptly into flickering points of flame.

The shellswhined over the bridge and struck and burst against
the funnel and mast. And from down aft, just forrard of the torpedo-
tubes, Wind Rode snarled her challenge.

Therewas only one pom-pom, and it took onetarget. The shells,
visible as fiery tracer streaks, did not hose out low, or to left and
right, and then elevate and train on. They bit directly at thefighters
nose, acompact cone of meticulously-aimed disruption.

Thefirst fighter whipped overhead in aflashing bellow of sound.
It seemed the pom-pom’ starget would follow. Until, afew feet from
the ship’s stern, the plane sagged abruptly as though it had flown
into a vacuum. Only Wind Rode’s hard-over swing saved her
quarterdeck and the depth-charges packed on it. The port wing
smacked into the stern, and ripped off asecond beforetherest of the
aircraft plunged with afan-spraying flash into the sea.

“Midships,” Bentley ordered, hisvoicethick, “starb’ d twenty.”

He straightened from the voice-pipe and looked at Randall.

“Gellatly’ son the pom-pom,” he said.

Randall nodded, surprised.

“Of course. | reported the ship closed-up.”

Of course... Bentley thought. He watched the single fighter
dwindling to a speck to starb’d and his mouth twitched. The ship
had been reported closed-up for action. He should have known then
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that Gellatly had obeyed the bells and risen from his sick-bed. Of
COUrse...
“Midships’ hesaid, “steer 090.”

The destroyers were mainly left alone for the rest of the attack,

Wind Rodeand her sistersjoined in the deluge of fireflung at the
torpedo-bomber formations as they bore in for the battleships, and
though no individual ship could claim a bird from that acreage of
bursting steel, there were six low-flying bombers shot into the sea.

Thetorpedo-bombers camein again, and again they were met by
abarraged wall of exploding shells. Forced to unload at long range,
they missed with every torpedo, the Fleet swinging ponderously out
of the paths of the racing missiles.

The high-level bombers, held off while their low-flying allies
made their bid, were more successful.

In they came, remote specks high in the blue, the drone of their
engines a steady snarl of sound, their course steady, their intention
malignant.

The Fleet’'s flowers opened amongst them and two bombers
changed into plumes of fiery red, the flamesflattened back along the
fuselages under the 300-knot resistance of theair. The stricken aircraft
curved downwards in a steady, symmetrical arch and the rest of the
formation moved steadily on. Well ahead of their target the bombs
dropped, and came down in a forward arch to match that of the
crashed aircraft.

Theflags hoisted up the flagship’ sforemast and the Fleet turned
in obedience to starb’ d. Watching, his orders given and executed,
Bentley felt a sudden and fierce pride. Enough bombs to kill a
thousand men were already in the air, dropping down, aimed to hit.
And beneath thisdeadly rain the ships of the Fleet had turned on the
order of afew bits of coloured bunting, hundreds of thousands of
tons of steel swinging in unison on the order of one man like a squad
of soldiersat drill.

The bombswere aimed at the battl eships and the admiral’ sorder,
and itsexperienced and instant execution, turned the targetsin under
the arch. It also swung the starb’d side cruisers in towards those
curving black blobs, and from Bentley’s forward position it was
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obviousthat thethree cruisers' future position would coincide with
the entry point of the bombs.

The admiral was in strict control of his Fleet, but individual
squadron commanders could still take avoiding action. Bentley saw
the leading cruiser’ sbow begin to swing, and the othersfollow. Too
late. There were dozens of bombs, and a cruiser’s deck is 600 feet
long. The last ship in the line escaped with a shaking, avery close
shave that brought her clear of the mess with her upper-decks
streaming water. Her two companions ahead were smothered in an
abrupt and colourful cape of white water, black smoke and red fire.

The bomberssailed on, still high, still remote. They werereceding
targets, and in accordance with the strict gunnery rulethat you forgot
passed targets and swung about to meet the next oncomers, the guns
of the Fleet fell silent.

Thedrone of the aircraft and the thunder of the bombs drummed
away to silencein thevastness of the surrounding blue. The seawas
peaceful, the sun shone brightly, the gunswere quiet. Only two things
spoiled thetranquillity of the scene—the stench of burnt corditewhich
hung in a miasma round each ship, and smoke which poured its
fouling columnsinto the sky from the burning cruisers.

Bentley cast a quick look round his bridge. The lookouts were
staring at their appointed sectors, the radar aerialsstill swung above
him. Satisfied, he raised his glasses and laid them on the bombers’
targets.

The second cruiser of thelinewas apparently still under control.
Shewas smoking, but shewas swinging to starb’d to avoid her sister.
This ship, 12,000 tons of eight-inch cruiser, was one huge smoke
pall. Sick in his guts, Bentley realised she must have taken a full
stick of bombs, achain of disruption that had laced her from bow to
quarter-deck.

A cruiser’ssteel isthin, to give her long range and speed, and it
had afforded her scant protection from the high-velocity entry of the
bombs. Everything about her told its story to Bentley’ s experience—
shewas stopped, therefore her engine-rooms and boiler-rooms had
been savaged; no signalsrecording damage or asking for assistance
flashed from her bridge, therefore the bridge team was out of action;
redness, fierce even against the competition of the sunlight, showed
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through her portholes, therefore armour-piercing bombs had burst
inside her, blowing the dead-lights off the scuttles and firing her
innards; and, asthefinal indication of the extent of her hurt, he saw
men jumping from her smoke-wreathed decks and entering the water
with minute, telling splashes.

“She’ll goupinaminute,” Randall spoke throatily beside him.

Randall was wrong. It was less than ten seconds after he had
spoken when the 600ft.-wide wall of smoke was rent aside under
some enormous and clearing breath. On Wind Rode's bridge they
saw it plainly—some objects hurtling skyward like meteors, other
pieces ascending slowly and gracefully, bigger pieces, turning over
and over asthey fell back towards the flattened sea.

A warship like a cruiser, charged with shells and cordite and
torpedoes from stem to stern, is a much more explosively volatile
carrier than even an oil-tanker. Any one of those eight-inch magazines
going up would have finished her, but the chain reaction had in a
fractional instant of timefired thelot.

The smokewall welded together again, and now therewas nothing
there on the sea but that thick and boiling curtain.

“From theflag, sir,” Ferriscalled hoarsely

“Pick up survivors.”

Thereaction of Bentley’ s shocked mind was wholly automatic.

“Starb’ d thirty,” he said.

“Away seaboat’ s crew stand by lines and scrambling nets.”

Once again arescue ship, Wind Rode heeled out of the line and
creamed across the advance of the battleships. Two hours later, 48
men on board out of a complement of 650, she hauled herself clear
of the stinking scum on the water and increased speed to overtake
the homeward-bound Fleet.
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CHAPTER SEVEN

“SOYOU'RELEAVING US?’ Bentley smiled. The shipwasat
anchor in the harbour and he moved his head alittle to escape the
shaft of sunlight from the porthole. “Had enough destroyer time?’

McQueen lifted hishead and stared blankly at the captain.

“God, it was horrible!” he said in alow voice. “Horrible.”

“It was,” Bentley admitted, “but then it’s all in the game. You
yourself have got something down there that a Jap skipper might
find just ashorrible.”

His voice was crisp, curt aimost. McQueen's were dangerous
sentiments, ones which Bentley had long ago trained himself to
subdue. If asurgeon must deny himself feelings of sympathy at the
operating table, then a destroyer captain must deny himself even
more stringently with a hundred thingsto think of in the middle of
an air-attack.

“Speaking of your baby,” he said, understanding McQueen’'s
feelings, “what do you want done with it?’

“1 imaginethetest will be conducted later on,” the scientist said
slowly. “Can’t it stay whereitis?’

“All right,” Bentley nodded. The weapon in its tube was
surrounded by hundreds of tons of high-explosive—aton or so more
could not hurt “Now what about you? Y ou’ rein a berth ashore?’

“No. I'm victualed in the flagship. The admiral wanted it that
way.” He glanced at Bentley “ Of course, I’ [l haveto check with him
about the weapon'’ s staying here. And when the next test will be. But
it should beall right.”

“I’'msureitwill.” Bentley grinned slightly. Wind Rodewas stuck
with thething, and his experience of outlandish noveltiesin aFleet
told him that no one else would volunteer to take it off his hands
well...”

Bentley had no need to cultivate the admiral’ sdismissive gesture
of stubbing out a cigarette. His voice did perfectly well. McQueen
stood up.

“Thank you for having me,” he said. “You'll be informed the
time of the next test. Ah—Dby the way, good luck at the tournament.
I think I shall come along and watchit.”
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“Dothat,” Bentley smiled—and thought: it will take ahell of a
lot more than a boxing tournament to wash out the taste you'’ ve got
from thistrip! Y ou know a damn sight more about explosives now
than ever you did...

“Yes. Goodbye, sir.”

“Goodbye, McQueen. See you again.”

When he had gone Bentley sat back in hischair, hisfingerstapping
idly at the desk. He started to think about the scientist, about what a
frightful shock that cruiser’s blowing-up must have beento him, a
man whose experience of war at sea must be nil. From there his
thoughts moved on naturally to the cruiser, the sight she had made,
the hell it must have been aboard her flaming decks...

He pushed himself up abruptly and strode to the door.

“Yes, sir?

“Tell the chief bosun’s mate | shall expect him in the torpedo-
spaceinfive minutes.”

“Aye, aye, Sir.”

“1 think that’ severything,” said Randall, looking round the pile
of gear on the deck, “gloves, towels, bucket, shorts, boots... yep, the
whole gubbins.”

They were standing in the burning afternoon sunlight on the
guarterdeck near the gangway. Below them the motorboat waited.
Mogt of Wind Rode's libertymen were already ashore, completewith
the canvas chairs and boxes which would constitute their seating
around the boxing ring. The tournament was due to start in an hour
with the lightweight bouts, sun regardless—bright arc lamps at night
might have brought vicious and unwelcome moths...

“All,” said Bentley, “except Gellatly.”

“He sent word he' d beright down,” Randall told him. Hisvoice
lowered a little. “Look, old fellow, 1’1l be only too glad to act as
second. Don't you think it would be better that way? After all, captain,
first-lieutenant.”

“No,” Bentley shook hishead. “ On the contrary. Democracy and
all that.”

He was about to add more. Randall said it for him;

“You want Gellatly to seethis, don't you?’

“That’sright. Winor lose...”
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“And you also want Floss to see him there.”

“Badly,” said Bentley, and running steps sounded al ong the deck.

“Sorry, sir,” Gellatly said, “the surgeon wanted a look at the
sticking plaster.”

“Right,” the captain said briskly—there was a limit even to
democracy, and it was along time since he had been kept waiting.
“Into the boat.”

The areato which they had walked from the landing-steps was
designated here as a football field: at home it would have made a
first-class rough for a golf-course. But the tussocks and ruts were
now hidden beneath the improvised seats of thousands of men, their
faces directed towards the white square of canvas surrounded by its
posts and ropes, inside the ring aman was standing.

The Fleet Physical Training Officer owned avery sound brainin
a healthy body. The admiral was sitting afew feet in front of him,
and even if the PT.O. had not known of his interest in sport the
august officer’ s presence here would have indicated it.

This tournament was the PT.O.’s brainchild, this was his day,
and he meant to make the most of it. He held up both hands and the
mutter of the multitude died. Without benefit of electronic boosting
his voice reached out to their impatient ears:

“Wearegathered heretoday... ” afew grins, al dutiful, “to witness
a battle which should remain in our memories for years to come.
You have waited for this for weeks, and now we have the two
protagonists face to face.”

He paused, the slow turning of hisbead taking them all in.

“Why doesn’t the nitwit get on with it!” the admiral growled to
his captain beside him. “1’m damn near dehydrated.”

“Luckily unaware of the impression he had caused, the PT.O.
got onwithiit:

“Most of you have heard of Able-Seaman Floss, who hailsfrom
theflagship. From timeto time, here and in the Mediterranean, you
have seen himfight in tournaments. So | don’'t haveto tell you what
we can expect from him today.”

Floss was done with—the head turned again.

“Nothing about the amateur title of England,” Randall murmured
to Bentley.
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“Sailors can bewrong,” answered the captain tautly.

“Opposing Able-Seaman Flosstoday,” bawled the promoter, “we
have someone who is a complete stranger to you. This is only
natural—Commander Bentley is captain of an Australian destroyer,
Wind Rode. You have not seen him before, neither have you seen
himfight. But...” ahand came up, asthough to stifle the non-existent
murmuring, “there are plenty who have seen himfight.”

Blast youfor anidiot, theadmira thought. Thisiswhat | wanted
to avoid; build-up the seaman, not the commander.

“To such effect,” the PT.O. was saying, “that he holds the
heavyweight title of the Australian Navy.”

It was not difficult for the admiral to catch his attention—the
PT.O. wasacutely aware of what was making the sun glint from the
shouldersinfront of him. So that he saw the short and negative gesture
the admiral made.

Wondering how he had goofed, the RT.O. shouted:

“And now | present... Commander Bentley and Able-Seaman
Floss!”

Thetwo boxerswalked lightly to the centre of thering. So far as
he knew, thiswas the first time Floss had seen him; Bentley |ooked
into his eyes, smiled, and nodded. It was a deliberate gesture. He
wanted no truck with a man who would deliberately punch into
another’ s broken rib, but he had to take advantage of every effect,
no matter how tiny, he could produce. If he had ignored his opponent,
then Floss might have been sustained by a hate against curt and
snobbish Authority intheform of thisdestroyer captain. And Bentley
could afford no sustenance towards aman who had been training for
thisfor months.

Floss nodded back, without smiling. The PT.O. waswarning them
about foul punchesand breaking clean from the clinches, and Bentley
saw Foss seyesflick towardsthe Australian’ scorner. They narrowed,
and Bentley knew, for what it might be worth, that Gellatly had been
sighted ashissecond, Hewas satisfied. He might not win this contest,
but neither would hefold in thefirst few seconds. Flosswould have
something to remember it by, and he would know that what he
received was witnessed by the man he had savaged.

The PT.O. lifted his head back.
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“And now,” he shouted, “Commander Bentley of Wind Rode
versus Able-Seaman Floss of the flagship for... the heavyweight
championship of the Fleet!”

Bentley danced back to his corner and there was a cold shock in
his guts. The last words of the RT.O., now the referee, rang in his
mind like abugle. Throughout histraining he had thought of Floss
as a swinish bully, a man who had cruelly injured one of his own
men, a messdeck thug who needed to be forcibly and physically
besaten down. Thefact that the beating would involve the heavyweight
championship of the Fleet had never consciously entered histhoughts.

The heavyweight championship... When he had won the
Australian title, he had trained for close on three months.

He lowered himself on the ropes in his corner, flexing his leg
muscles, smiling back at Gellatly’ s encouraging nod, and behind the
calmnessin his face ran athin, taut thread of strain. There was no
weakening of will about it, no physical fear—it wasthe acutetension
of a man whose every faculty was pitched to a vibrating string of
alertness, the cold realisation of afighter who knew that he had taken
on, through anatural hatred of bestial force, another fighter whose
training and physical readiness exceeded hisown.

A bell clanged and the two men stepped quickly and lithely to
mest.

In those few seconds of approaching, Bentley's eyes flicked over
the body of Floss. He saw the muscled bulk of the man, but he was not
dismayed. He was no skeleton himself, and he knew that not &l the
muscle in the world could effectively protect the vital nerve centres
round the chin, the solar plexus, nor cushion the shock of ablow tothe
eyes or the heart. Floss was not much heavier than be, if at al, and dll
that Bentley had to dowasto get in through hisguard—and get in quickly.

He came up to Floss and now his mind was clear, his judgment
and hisintention glacially cold Every night for the past fortnight he
had worked out histactics, and he put them into operation at once.

His left hand flashed out and before it had gone half the way
towards Floss' s already ducking head Bentley dropped it at Floss's
belly. The big man crouched and his left hand came down
protectively; Bentley’ swaiting right curved round in alightning hook
and exploded against the side of hischin.
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Inthat divisibleinstant after thefirst blow had landed, whilethe
crowd roared, Bentley knew that he was the better boxer. His punch
had been faster than Floss' s countering reflexes.

Floss's head jerked sideways and Bentley dlid in with a feral
grace that had its end and purpose in a bunched glove and struck
viciously at hisenemy’ s solar plexus. He saw thereturning blow and
only the quickness of hisright hand lifting prevented his mouth from
acting asthe bumper. Asit wasFloss sfist jarred hishead, and then
Bentley knew something el se—his opponent owned ahard body and
an extremely strong punch.

Hewent in, punching like a piston.

He punched, and ducked, and punched again, and while the
trained part of his brain saw an opening, and struck, saw a glove,
and ducked, another section was conscious of one over-riding fact—
deep down in hisbrutal character, Floss was a dingo; and there was
only oneway with adingo—get on top of him at once and stay there,
batter the weaknessin his psychology aswell as hisbody, wear down
the overlay of his skill and confidence until you came to the naked
cowardice of the man. And he had to do it in three rounds.

It wasdoubtful if any man watching the dynamos|nthat ring had
ever seen afirst round of a major fight proceed at such a furious
pace.

Taken at first by surprise, Floss fought back with instinctive
fierceness. Bentley was hitting him continually, but his own punches
were coming back and rattling the Australian’s head. Normally
Bentley would have slipped most of them, but his attack was so
fiercely forced that he had to take return punishment.

He had struck with afast left and right at Floss' sfacewhen from
somewhere a hard glove exploded a pocket earthquake under his
chin. It was a beautifully timed and judged punch, and it knocked
Bentley sidewaysto the canvas.

A collective gasp escaped from ten thousand throats. The PT.O.
jumped forward, hishand up-raised to begin the count. On hisknees,
Bentley sguinted up—that punch had hurt like hell, but hiseyeswere
clear, and plainly he saw the brutal, mocking twist to Floss' s mouth.
Just as plainly he knew he had to wipe out that early psychol ogical
advantage the seaman had gained. Normally hewould have taken a
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count of seven or eight. Now, before the PT.O. had reached three,
Bentley was on hisfeet and boring in.

Thistime as he punched he was more wary than hurtful—he had
to havetimeto clear the fuzzinessin his head. At the same time he
had to impress on Floss, and impressit with indelible starkness, that
hewas up against akiller.

He had the big man hard up against the ropes, flailing at hisheart
and midriff, when the bell clanged.

Bentley broke at once and danced back to his corner. Gellatly
was ready with the stool and sponge. Bentley spat out the mouth
protector and laid his head back and felt the cooling water run down
his heated body.

“Nicework, sir,” Gellatly said quickly; “you hurt him against the
ropesthere.”

“He' stough,” Bentley muttered.

“You'refaster.” Gellatly stopped, conscious as he worked of his
inadeguacy in advising aboxer so much superior to himself. Hewent
on, subduing hisdiffidence:

“1"d stick to your tactics. If you can soften him thisround, he'll
be ready in the next.”

“1 hope you're right,” Bentley grinned nervously, and the bell
rang.

Bentley came out and he knew Gellatly’s advice had to be
followed. It had been a savage first round, the hardest he had ever
fought—he had put into it athird of the effort he would have used in
anormal 15-round bout.

Heled aleft and Floss skipped back. Another |eft, asnaking jab
that Floss avoided in the same way. Bentley followed him, and
vindicated what he had guessed from the first punch—Floss was
aware of his strategy: Floss had realised that his opponent, only
recently acontender, had had lessthan afortnight in which to train.
Heintended taking advantage of Bentley’ srelative lack of stamina,
he would keep away from him and wear him down. Then he would
movein for thekill.

Bentley was shockingly out of training for this major fight, but
he had been boxing along time Floss skipped back again and instead
of following him Bentley stood perfectly still and lowered his hands.
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He waited, while Floss stared at him in puzzlement. Then it came,
what years of experience had known would come. The voice was
well back in the crowd, but in the watching silenceit wasas sharp as
apistol-shot.

“What' s up with yer, Fairy? Got the wind up? He can’t stop yer
leave!”

That lone sneer wasasignal. Ten thousand throatstook itupina
multiple roar in which words could not be distinguished, only the
general tenor of their anger and contempt. Bentley leaned on oneleg
and with hisright glove scratched at hisear.

Flosswas coming in anyway, but that knowing and contemptuous
gesture from the representative of a class he hated quickened his
approach to arush. Bentley’ s casualness swept from himin abreath
and he met Floss with a barrage of blows that had everything in his
shoulders behind them.

Floss hit him and the crowd grunted. Bentley landed and they
yelled. He hit him again, with the same effect. Their preferencewas
unmistakable. Then Bentley, who if he had not trained for thisfight,
had meticulously planned it, clinched with Floss and muttered in his
ear:

“They’re against you, Floss. Every man. They hate your guts.”

Bentley had no qualms whatever about his tactics—the other’s
extensive and superior training completely waived them. And the
Australian was not fighting for atitle.

Floss snarled and thrust him clear. Hefollowed up with aviciously
low punch that Bentley knocked down and countered with aleft jab
that found the twisted mouth.

Floss jumped in and the bell clanged.

Bentley saw the punch, saw it start after the bell had rung. He
leaned his head aside and the glove scraped hurtlessly against the
side of hisface Bentley went down on one knee, his gloves up even
in that inviolate position. The PT.O. jumped in front of Floss and
Bentley got up and moved to his corner. Gellatly squeezed the sponge
over hishead.

“That punch didn’'t hurt you,” he said, hisface puzzled.

“That’sright,” Bentley panted, “but it hurt Floss. Listen to them.
| think he' sready now.”
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My God! Gellatly thought, and wondered to himself at his own
inexperience.

The bell rang.

Bentley came out of his corner still panting He knew that Floss
would see it, but he could not avoid the heaving of his chest. This
was totally different to his punching against Hooky’s unresisting
weight—Floss had hit him many times, and the punches had hurt.

He shaped-up and punched, the spittle forcing from his mouth
with the effort of his blows, and he knew that if he did not take the
snarling Flossin thisround, hewasin for the beating of hislife.

So convinced was he of hisown physical state that he took many
blows that normally he would have slipped with ease. The whole
object of his strategy was to attack, to hit and keep on hitting, to
confront Floss with a typhoon of energy and hurtfulness, to wear
down into that layer of weakness.

Flosstook astraight left on his glove and came back with ablow
that burst in a shock of pain and gasping breathlessness against
Bentley’s solar plexus. He went down on one knee, helplessly this
time, and ashefought for breath and listened dazedly to thereferee’ s
inexorable counting he wondered if he could do it after all.

Uncertainty was there, but it was the result of an honest and
experienced appraisal of his chancesagainst thisbrute of aman. His
will had not weakened a fraction, and fear of an opponent had no
part inthe man’ snature.

“Seven... eight...” counted the referee, and Bentley forced himself
up.

Eight seconds of relief to a trained fighter can be helpfully
effective in hisrecovery. Bentley’ s head was perfectly clear, and as
be traded punches he completed the recovery of his breathing.

There could be only two minutes left. But this was no time to
executethe final stage of hisplan. Floss now was triumphant. With
all the cunning of hisskill and experience and flashing hands Bentley
proceeded to do something about lowering Floss's confidence.

It was amagnificent effort. Themost unskilled observer amongst
those thousands could appreciate the whirling savagery of his attack.
He bored in at Floss with his hands twin snaking pistons capped
with smashing hurt. Heforgot hisbody. He slashed at the ugly face,
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clear-minded and determined, even through the exhaustive effort it
cost him, that he would mark this bully for all men to see.

When at last he got Flossin the position he wanted, against the
ropesin aclinch, he was so near to the end of his strength and will
that he could barely speak. He leaned on the bloodied body and he
gasped in Floss sear:

“Dingo! You'reacoward, Floss! Dingo!”

Then Bentley stepped back, forcing hisbody not to stagger, and
he stared into Floss's eyes. And knew, for good or evil to his own
exhausted body, that hislast play had succeeded.

Floss seyesglared at him sightlessly, without aremnant of reason
or humanity in them. There was nothing in those squinted pin-points
of red rage but the insensate glory of a barbaric, primeval
vengefulness and hate; the raving reaction of aboastfully strong man
who has seen his psychol ogical weakness stripped bare.

Floss thrust himself off the ropes and stumbled across the ring.
Hisfistsclenchedin the gloves but hisarmswere held out in front of
hisbody in acareless, brutal claw.

Bentley did not wait. He was acutely conscious of his danger.
Floss would not fight—he would maim. Hard anger rowelled at
Bentley’ s exhausted will and body. While Floss was still lumbering
for him he leaped forward. He bent, hisbody |eaning to the left. Not
asingle sound escaped on the suspended breaths of the crowd. Then
Bentley’ sleft hand whipped up from near the canvasin abludgeon
blow.

The fist smacked crisply against Floss's chin with aforce that
jolted all theway down Bentley’ sarm and jerked the ugly head back.
Floss tottered on histoes, his body arched backwards, beginning to
fall forward. Asthe muscled mass|eaned towardsthe canvas Bentley
stepped to one side and chopped down at the side of his chin witha
vicious right hook. Floss slewed sideways and thumped forcefully
on the canvas.

The referee pushed needlessly with hishand to keep Bentley off
and the Australian performed the hardest act of that killing nine
minutes: he walked unaided back to his corner.
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CHAPTER EIGHT

THE LARGE LOBBY OUTSIDE the admiral’ s cabin was full,
and of al that gold-braided assemblage Commander Bentley was
the junior officer. On the morning following the tournament the
admiral had called for his captains. The time of the conference was
ten o'clock. It was ten minutes to the hour, but the cruiser and
destroyer captainswere all assembled, waiting, talking quietly. Apart
from afew captains of hisown flotillathe Australian knew none of
them; he stood allittle apart, not wishing to take part in the general
talk, and now and again a covert glance would be directed at his
bruised face. Every officer there had seen the fight.

The mahogany door to the admiral’s cabin opened and the talk
ceased. They looked at the flag-lietenant, who looked for, and found,
Bentley,

“The admiral would liketo seeyou sir.”

Hiding his surprise, Bentley moved forward through the press of
khaki uniforms. He stepped in through the door, and not al the glances
which followed him were friendly. To take on an able-seaman was
guestionable enough, though they knew he must have had the
admiral’ s permission, but for senior four-ringed captainsto be kept
waiting for ajunior destroyer commander was not at all to certain
likings.

Bentley was quite unworried about his selection. There were a
few other Australian destroyers operating in the area, though none
in hisflotilla, and the careers of their captains and his own lay not
with these strangers but with the familiar authoritiesin Melbourne.
He guessed the admiral wished to discuss the time and place of the
next test of McQueen’ s weapon.

“Ah, Bentley. Sit down. | presume your back-sideis untouched?’

“Yes, sir—at least | think so.”

“M’mm. You don’t look agood risk for an insurance policy. But
our man isworse. Considerably worse.”

“Sorry about that, sir.”

“Areyou?’

He had heard that crack of tone before, but coming from the
cherubicfaceit still surprised him.
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“1 beg your pardon, sir?’

“| said *Areyou sorry? | will enlarge. It was obvious that your
attack against Flosswas particularly savage.”

Theintent eyeswere magnetised to hisface, Bentley felt thevague
stirrings of anger, and he crushed them back. He thought carefully
for amoment before he spoke, and then he said:

“I"dliketo ask aquestion, sir.”

“Certainly.”

Even then Bentley hesitated. Thiswasafull admiral, the master
of aFleet. He was also waiting... Bentley wet his sorelips.

“Am | to understand that you are censoring my method of boxing
Able-Seaman Floss, sir?’

“Great Scott, no!” the admiral said testily. “How you fellowsgo
about it is your own affair. | am merely curious. Perhaps now you
will satisfy that curiosity?’

The ways of women, and admirals, are beyond understanding,
Bentley thought briefly. He said:

“Of course, sir.” Again, as before, he revedled only half the truth;
but that part was sincere. “Floss had had much more training than |
had—now | think of it, | realise| wasfoolish to have entered with only
afortnight’s preparation. But that disadvantage dictated my tactics. |
gave mysdlf three rounds, no more. If | hadn’t taken himin that timel
knew he could do what he wanted with me. Therefore | had to make
every second of those nineminutes count. The attack may havelooked...
savage, Sir, but it wasjustified by my relative inferiority.”

“1 see. And that last punch as Flosswas falling? The right hook
to the side of the face?’

“That may have been unnecessary, sir,” Bentley admitted, “but |
had no way of knowing he was down for the full count. No boxer
can assume that he has knocked a man out while he is still on his
feet. And, as| said, | had to be doubly sure. Another round would
havefinished me.”

His eyes as he spoke were on the admiral’ s face, trying to read
the chubby features. But the man watching him had hidden his
feelings from a shrewder glance than thisjunior officer’s.

“Barbaric, but, | suppose, necessary,” Granville commented. He
leaned forward on the table. “ One more query.”
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“Yes, sir?

For thelife of him Bentley could not subdue hisanxiety. He knew
that hisface mirrored it, and he hoped that the admiral would put his
expression down to the fact that he was a junior commander being
guestioned by one of the most senior officersin the Service.

“When you had Floss against the ropes, just before you knocked
him out,” Granville said, “it seemed to me that you said something
tohim. Am| right?’

Bentley hesitated. The gimlet eyes bored into him.

“Yes, gr.”

“ Something happened to Flosswhen you said that. | would have
said he went stark staring mad. Now—wheat did you say?’

Thetournament had been organized, thefight was over. Bentley
had provided excellent entertainment for thousands of thisofficer’s
men, and now he ached from his stomach northward. He had trained,
he had won the fight, there had been no protest from Floss or the
referee, and now he was badgered with these high-level questions.
What the hell more do you want? he thought bitterly.

Normally he would have paused before making his answer to
that last question, but dull anger rode over his caution.

“Do | haveto answer that, sir?’

Slowly theadmiral brought his handstogether and entwined his
fingersin front of hisface. Bentley saw the knuckles whitening. It
would have been along, long time since this officer had been asked
that question in answer to one of his own. But Bentley was not
thinking of that—his troubled mind was On the ramifications of the
situation which hewould be caught in if he had to admit that Gellatly
had fought with ajunior rating, and that he, the commanding-officer,
aware of the position, had done nothing about it—except to exact
his punishment of a brutal bully by engaging with him in personal
and physical combat. In the cold judgment of an enquiry Gellatly
would be seen as a petty-officer, Floss as an able-seaman. No outside
personal influenceswould be alowed to sway that outlook.

Theadmiral untwisted hisfingersand tapped them softly together.

“No,” he said, “you do not have to answer that question.”

Relief swamped through Bentley. But he had sense enough to
answer, simply and without enlargement:
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“Thank you, sir.”

The admiral had made his decision. Hewastoo loftily separated
from hisvisitor to have to worry about face. He said genially:

“That was one of the most interesting fights I've ever seen,
Bentley. And I’ ve seen more than a few. My congratulations on a
splendid win.”

Women, and admirals... Bentley’ s taut face muscleslet goin a
grin. Heinstantly regretted the exercise.

“Sore, eh?”’

“Damn sore, sir!”

“At your age you ought to have more sense,” Granville smiled.
Helooked up at the flag-lieutenant near the door and he said crisply:

“All right, Flag, bring themin.”

It took some minutes for the thirty or so officers to get seated
round the long polished table. Bentley, by virtue of his unexalted
rank, found himself placed at the end, directly opposite the admiral.
But patently his intimate contact with high Authority was
concluded—Granville was busy scanning a sheaf of papersin front
of him.

The flag-lieutenant murmured in his ear and Granville looked
up. Hiseyestravelled round their faces, then helaid hishands on the
table and spoke.

“1 haven't much timeto spare, and I’ m sure you haven't. | brought
you here because | am worried about the frequency and weight of
the air-attacks the Fleet has undergonein the past month.”

Bentley listened with interest. He had assumed what the
conference would be about, as had the officerswaiting outside, and
his main interest was centred in his study of Granville'sface. The
expression of the chubby features somehow managed to retain their
geniality, at the sametime asthe voiceissuing from them wasbrittle,
and curtly authoritative. If I, closed my eyes, Bentley thought, 1'd
imagine him to be a disciplinary martinet—which, of course, face
regardless, heis.

“Obvioudy,” the admiral continued, “this Fleet is the prime
interest of those aircraft. Just as obviously, oncethe Fleet isknocked
out theway will be open for some major enemy exercise—invasion.
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We don’t know where, but by thetime we do know it will betoo late
for the knowledge to benefit us.

“Air and submarine patrols have satisfied me that the enemy is
using no carriersin hisstrikes against us. Therefore it would seem
apparent that he is coming from Sabang, or possibly the Nicobars.
and using long-range tanks.”

Hishead turned slowly and his eyestrained on them one by one.

“1 and my staff can come to no other conclusion. But there may
be another answer. That iswhy | have called you together. | am open
to suggestions, ideas. In fact, I’ d be glad of them.”

He stopped, and the big cabin was silent except for one or two
coughs. Then acaptain who, simply because he spokefirst, Bentley
knew must be very senior, said;

“1 agree, sir. There’'s no black magic about these attacks. Extra
long-range tanks could get them over us and back safely enough.
Admittedly the distanceislong, but we cannot assume that the Japs
have not been abletofit the necessary tanks. In fact, we cannot assume
anything. What weknow isthat they have an air-base at Sabang, and
almost certainly another in the Nicobars, which is even closer. |
suggest a bombardment of both, or either place might solve the
problem.”

The voice was crisp—that was natural in a cruiser captain. But
there was also an inflection of almost pompous conviction which
vaguely irritated Bentley. The speaker’ sface was not prepossessing—
thin, pinched, it owned a predatory nose and athin gash of amouth.
He finished talking and his lips drew together, as if in conviction
that no further discussion was needed.

The admiral’ seyeslooked round at them again.

“Well?’ heinvited.

Two factors governed Bentley’ s decision to speak. First, being a
destroyer commander, and one who had been despatched severa
times on independent missions, hisexperience ran to awider coverage
of action than the captain of a battleship or cruiser, ships which of
necessity are confined to more strictly defined purposesthan awide-
ranging destroyer. Second, he already had had two friendly and
personal contactswith the senior officer at the other end of thetable.

Bentley had intended to speak, and with characteristic
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thoroughness he had prepared his argument. At the same time he
realised that he might be faced with very senior objections, even
disparagement. He realised the fact, and there his piratical nature
finished withit.

Heraised his head and the admiral looked at him.

“Bentley?’

“Yes, sir,” the Australian answered in acknowledgment of the
query.

Every face down that long tabl e turned towards him. He kept his
eyeson Granville.

“Itispossible, sir, that the Japanese have a secret base on anearer
island.”

“ Secret base... 7’

It was not the admiral, but the captain who had spoken first who
now uttered the deriding words. He snorted, and looked impatiently
at Granville.

“One moment, Sheldon,” the admiral warned. He nodded at
Bentley.

“Yes, dr, asecret base. | doubt if any amount of extrafuel could fly
fightersfrom Sabang to Ceylon. They could carry it al right, but they’d
never get off the ground. A secret base, on the other hand, could...”

“Really, sir!” Sheldon expostulated. His stare at the young
commander was unfriendly, just as it had been when Bentley had
been sent for separately while Sheldon and the senior others had
waited outside. The pinched face swung to accost the admiral,
Granville's expression did not alter, but this time he nodded for
Sheldon to continue. Believing that he had been deputed to handle,
and quash, thisjunior upstart, Sheldon asked acidly:

“You seem obsessed by this honsense about a secret base? Are
you quite sure your experience of—ah—yesterday has not affected
your brain?’

Granvillewas watching Bentley keenly. But hisface showed no
sign of hisenjoyment. In hisown mind the conference had achieved
itsobject—all present, except the young Australian, agreed with him
that Sabang had to be dealt with. So that now he could relax and
watch how this colonial destroyer-captain would handlethis senior
and acid obstruction.
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“No, sir,” Bentley answered easily. But, Granville noted, histone
was still respectful.

“Then what isthereason for this obsession? Too much reading?
Cloak and dagger nonsense Or perhaps...” the thin mouth curling,
“you have had some experience of secret air-bases?’

“No, sir,” Bentley said, and Sheldon smiled sourly “Not agreat
deal. Only of one.”

“What?" Sheldon was not smiling now. Hisfacewas hard, and it
was apparent to the watchers that he believed the youngster was
trying to rib him. He opened his mouth to wither the destroyerman
and assistance came to Bentley from an unexpected source.

“Let’s hear about that, Bentley,” suggested Jerrold, the rear-
admiral in command of the cruiser squadron. “Where, when, and
what happened about it.”

The mouth of Granville, who had deliberately led Sheldon into
this, puckered. Helistened with interest, for he knew hewould learn
agood deal about this versatile destroyer captain from the manner
in which he treated his victory over Sheldon, and in which hetold
hisstory.

Bentley’ svoice was calm and respectful.

“Itwasinthe Louisiades, sir. Severa monthsago. Wewere lucky.
| was en route Moresby to Guadalcanal, under orders from the
American admiral tohave alook at the Archipelago. We discovered
the Japs had built asecret air-base therefor an attack on Guadal canal,
and that night we went back and bombarded. As| said, sir, wewere
lucky. The base was destroyed.”

“You said,” Sheldon interposed, leaning forward to stare at
Bentley, “you were en route. Alone? You bombarded an enemy
airfield alone? One destroyer?’

The rapid sequences of questions, the tone of the voice, both
indicated plainly that Sheldon believed the Australian was|lying about
his distant exploits. Granville decided it was time he took a band

“That’ sright,” be said calmly, “that D.S.C. there, Sheldon—the
second one...”

Now Granville learned something about his cruiser captain.
Sheldon, in the expressed opinion of hisown ship’scompany, wasa
tiger. He had other qualities.
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Helooked at Bentley squarely and he said:

“1 beg your pardon. Please go on,”

“Thank you, sir. I’'m basing my opinion about this base wholly
on the assumption that what the enemy has tried once, he might try
again.”

“ Modus operandi,” murmured Jerrold, and mis-interpreted the
dlight smilewhich eased Bentley’ stight expression. | agree—if there
was an island where they could establish such a base—one close
enough to make it worthwhile.”

“Yes, gir,” Bentley nodded. “ Thereissuch anidand.” Thewhole
table was interested now in the opinion of itsjunior member. It was
also avery experienced gathering, one which knew the charts of the
arealikethemirrored reflections of its collectiveface. A voice, from
acruiser captain down near the admiral, said:

“Y ou mean Naos Island? West of the Nicobars?’

Bentley hesitated. Up to now he had been on the solid ground of
personal experience. Now he had to commit himself much further,
and into the grounds of pure surmise.

“Naos?’ Granville prompted.

“Yes, dir. It'snot alargeidand, but certainly big enough to handle
fightersand bombers.”

The senior captains, amost as one man, leaned back from the
table. Their interest patently had evaporated. Bentley’s eyes
narrowed. Obviously they knew more than he did. The admiral
explained:

“To establish an air-base, Bentley, you must have wharves, piers,
for oil-tankers to secure to. Nowhere nearly enough fuel could be
flown in to service the number of aircraft which attacked us. Last
week one of our submarines patrolled round Naos. Nothing.”

“But, Mr...”

The admiral held up his hand. It was an even more effective
gesture than the stubbing of a cigarette butt. Bentley subsided.
Granvilleleaned forward to speak and the othersforgot the air-base
destroyer.

“We have to wipe out those bases,” Granville said with quiet
emphasis. “If wedon’t, we' rein for heavy and continuous raiding.
And we can’t take too many morewithout air protection—which, as
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you know, ismainly unavailableto us. Thereis also the question of
morale. The Japanese air-force must not be allowed to think they
have bottled us up in or near our own base We will attack Sabang
first, then the Nicobars.” Several heads podded in agreement.
Granvillelaid hishandswith a slight thump on thetable.

“The Fleet sails at 0900 tomorrow.”

Dismissed, they got up from the table. It was not difficult for
Bentley to leave the cabin last—junior as he was. When they had
filed through the door he turned to face the table,

“Excuseme, sir.”

Granvillelooked up.

“What isit now, Bentley?’ Hisvoicewas not un-kind, but neither
did it encourage further discussion on secret bases.

“Lieutenant-Commander McQueen, sir,” Bentley suggested.

“Oh, | see. No, hewill not be sailing with you thistime. Later. |
shall let you know.”

“Aye, aye, sir,” Bentley acknowledged, and shut the door behind
him.
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CHAPTER NINE

“CIVVIES,” GRINNED RANDALL, “pay thousandsfor this.”

He stretched his armsto the warm blue sky and allowed the sun
to beat down upon aface against which it had already doneitsworst—
aweather-beaten, leathery epidermiswhich felt warmth, and no other
inconvenience.

Bentley grunted, and for the hundredth timethat day looked back
at the Fleet. It was, asit had been for the past three days, steaming
massively in battle-formation, the cruisers out on either side and the
destroyers flung well ahead in their arrowhead screen. His glance
had been automatic, casual, and he turned his head back to look at
the next destroyer ahead. Then, again for the umpteenth time, his
sight lifted and be scanned the cloudless dome of the sky.

“1 can’t understand it,” he muttered.

“Eh?’ Randall grunted helpfully.

“They should have been on to us long before this.”

“You mean aircraft?’ Randall’ s face was serious for amoment,
but it was never in that state for long. “Oh, | wouldn’t worry,” he
advised; “obvioudly they think they gave us such a clobbering last
time that we won'’t poke our noses out for weeks. | quite agree with
the old boy.”

“He'd be happy to hear that!” Bentley sneered. “ Agree about
what?’

“On what he did, of course. Take the Fleet to sea straight away.
Show those bastards they can’t hole us up. We should’ ve been out a
day sooner only for certain bodswho should havetheir heads read—
and got ‘em battered!”

“My jaw’sstill sore,” Bentley murmured irrelevantly.

“1 bet that other ape’s still in the sickbay,” Randall said with
quick loyalty—and regretted his show of feeling as quickly. “Bad
luck he hit hisbead on the deck when hefell. Otherwise...”

“Speaking of sickbays,” the captain remarked inloftly disregard
of hisfriend s grin, “it scemsthe Doc did a sound job.”

Randall leaned sideways and peered down the deck. He saw
Gellatly climbing down from the pom-pom platform. The petty-
officer was obviously back on duty.
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“Makesyou think,” he muttered enigmatically.

“That’ s doubtful. But what about? The Doc’s ability?’

“Noyou...” Randall remembered he was on the bridge. “ About
what might have happened if Gellatly hadn’t met that ape ashore
beforethefight.” Bentley nodded.

“Better than having to stop thefight inthering. And, incidentally
andinpassing,” glancing sideways at hisdeputy, “that’ sthelast time
| get conned into a heavyweight ring with afortnight’ straining.”

“Conned?’ Randall echoed. “A towing hawser wouldn't have
held you back! And you know it!”

Bentley smiled. But he was thinking that it would need much
less than a hawser to restrain him next time—what he had gone
through against Floss, and the effort the win had cost him, was still
vividly in hismemory.

The smilefaded. Helooked round the inoffensive seaand rubbed
at hischin. Then hiseyeslifted up to the crow’ s nest.

“Put aman up there,” he decided suddenly.

“In the crow’ snest?’

Bentley nodded.

“1 gtill don't like it. Asthe admiral said, the Japs are definitely
aiming at thisFleet. And | agree with hisreasonsasto why. If wego,
then the whole of eastern Indiais open to them.”

Normally Randall would have had the bosun’s mate on hisway
already in obedience to the captain’s wish. But it seemed Bentley
wished to talk—a not uncommon situation when he was not sure
about something. Randall said:

“But radar will take care of any approaching aircraft formations.
It did last time, remember? What' sreally on your mind?’

Bentley looked at the sun before he answered. Though still hot,
it was |owering towards the horizon behind them. He estimated they
had little more than half an hour left of daylight.

“Asl said,” he answered Randall soberly, “they’re out to get us.
And you don't leave alone for days something you’re mighty
interested in.”

“Well... radar will take care of ‘em.”

Bentley shook his head.

“It’ snot particularly effective against a periscope.”
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Randall looked at him, and his eyes narrowed thoughtfully.

“Y ou mean you think they may have aline of submarines stationed
across our path?’

“1"ve given up making definite statements after what they did to
my last oneintheadmiral’scabin,” Bentley said with asmall smile.
“But the Japs are no fools. And they know the British. They know
that their attacks must have stung the old boy. They also know that
hewill do everything he can to pinch out their bases. Maybethey’re
not ready yet to launch another air raid, but they might be ready to
watch and see that we don’t deliver one of our own. Now—crow’s
nest.”

“Right!” Randall said at once, “But if they’ regoing to do anything
about it they’ d better smack it about. We bombard at dawn tomorrow,
remember? Bosun’ s mate!”

Bentley remembered well enough. And hewas still worried by a
vague disquiet. He had been present at this Fleet’ sfirst bombardment
of Sabang, and knew how effectiveit had been. It takesalong time,
he reflected, hearing the bosun’ s mate rattle down the ladder, for an
enemy to build-up to an operating standard after a savage deluge of
shellslike that which the battleships had hurled ashore. Especially
the Japanese, whose commitments here and in the Pacific werewide
and heavy. Y et the Fleet had been heavily attacked afew days back.

He was aware that the admiral and his staff could well be in
possession of intelligence information denied a lowly destroyer
commander, yet still he could not rid himself of hisdoubts concerning
Sabang, and its origin of the attacks. What he was sure of was that
the enemy would not |eave the approachesto histerritory unpatrolled.
Theadmiral of coursewould aso be aware of that. But hisdestroyers
werein asdic operation, and so far they had contacted nothing, and
there was nothing further Granville could do about it.

It was less than five minutes later that Bentley’s fears were
justified. The seaman had climbed into the crow’s nest and was
sweeping theiridescent seawith hisbinoculars, warned by Randall
what tolook for. But it wasthe next destroyer ahead which madethe
first sighting.

Once again Bentley had looked back at the Fleet The sight of the
huge battleships surging on through the calm sea fascinated him—
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they bulged widely sideways, and their armoured stems forced up a
toppling pile of white from the blue.

His ears heard it first. His head jerked back, in time to see the
white scarf of steam streaming from the next destroyer’s siren.
Whooo, whooo, whooo—urgent, strident siren, urgent meaning:
submarine contact!

Thenthesigna came, general to all ships, and Ferrisread it aloud:

“Periscope bearing oh-oh-five, range oh-four-oh.”

On their port hand, to the north, distant two miles. Now ared
pendant was hauling swiftly to the destroyer’s yardarm, a
supplementary warning to the siren.

“Flag signalling!” called Ferris, and Bentley stepped quietly to
the wheelhouse voice-pipe.

“Cox’n on thewheel,” be ordered. Then be looked again at the
sun.

The admiral wastaking no chances. Four destroyers, Wind Rode
among them, heeled out of lineand dug their tailsdown for the north.
Bentley, because of his position in the rear, now found himself the
closest ship to the battle-line.

This was a crucial post. The submarine would know he was
sighted. There was still time for him, at that range, to bear towards
the battleships and |oose everything be carried in histubes.

Granville had thought of that too, Bentley realised. Three
destroyers from the right-hand leg of the screen were belting back,
their object to place themselves on the battle-line's port beam,
between the big ships and the submarine.

Always analytical, even when his ship was building up to 30
knots on the hunt, Bentley thought for a brief moment on what the
sighting of that single black stick had done to the ordered array of
ships. But, as their movements had been when under air attack, the
disorgani sation was controlled, precise. Shortly the protecting three
boats would be in position, and the Fleet would steam on as before,
zig-zagging to upset the Japanese commander’s torpedo-firing
calculations.

An automatic calculation, remembering that the four hunters had
to build up to 30 knots, told him that it would take some six minutes
before they could hope to be above the enemy submarine, in position
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to depth-charge him. And in six minutes, if the Jap decided to run
instead of attacking, he could be anything up to a mile from the
sighting position.

Even so, it looked asif the four ships should havelittle difficulty
in pin-pointing him. On paper. Bentley, hisrecent experience fresh
in hismind, was under no illusions. At the moment their asdic was
useless—they had to accept that disability in order to get onto him
inthe shortest possibletime. But even if they did quarter theareain
which he was hiding there were other factors which might negative
asdic’ s efficiency. The Jap had hundreds of fathomsto play in—and
asdic sets, mostly efficient asthey were, were till operated by men.
Therewas also to be considered that bane of sub-hunters, the thermal
barrier protecting a submerged object. The water near the surface of
this Indian Ocean was warm, its molecular composition not dense,
allowing free passage to sound pulses. But lower down, where the
Jap could be, there might exist layers of much colder liquid.
Submarines were capable of taking measurements concerning
temperature and density—a clever commander could hide himself
beneath acold layer, against which an asdic pulse woul d bounce off;
protected by aliquid but impenetrable umbrella.

They would see.

A signal hauled up the halliards of the senior ship in the group
and in obedience the four destroyersfanned out, their object to cover
aswide a path as possible in their approach.

On ether side of Wind Rode'sbridge thelookoutsweretensely aert,
but no reports of periscopes came. Bentley was not surprised—unless
he were a candidate for hari kari; the Jap commander would have got
hisglasseye down just asfast asthe hoisting wireswould bring it.

The really important thing, Bentley was thinking as he flicked
his glance sidewaystowards hisimmediate consort, was not so much
to kill the submarine as to keep it down and prevent the warning
signal from being despatched. And that, considering what he had
just seen, would be the main desire exercising the Jap’ s mind—avoid
them till dark, then surface, and transmit the vital information.

“Twenty knots,” Ferris called, and Bentley gave the order.

Two thousand tons of steel loses speed quickly, and it wasonly a
moment before the familiar pinging started again on the bridge.
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Thefour shipsmoved on acrossthe sea, stalking now, and behind
them the mass of the Fleet pressed on towards the darkening east.
Whilehelistened, and waited for the returning peep, Bentley reflected
on the concern which must be exercising the admiral’ smind. If this
submarine escaped, then the British shipswould be met at dawn by
asmothering weight of vengeful aircraft; they would havenotimeto
sparefor firing 15-inch guns, and in any case the winged targets of
those guns would be directly above them, instead of sitting on
Sabang’sairfield.

Thefuture career of Admiral Sir Sidney Granville, aswell asthe
lives of thousands of British sailors, depended squarely on the
efficiency of these four hunting destroyers.

Theasdic sent out its pul se and the speaker returned no echo and the
dtuation becamegrimmer and more desperate. An hour passed, and the
Fleet had vanished from sight in the encompassing velvet of the night.
That was their one consolation—no sounds or reports had come back
fromthebattle-line, thereforeit seemed safeto assumethat the submarine
was alone. And he had not surfaced, for aquadruple radar watch was
being rigidly maintained on a 360-degree arc over the sea.

Randall’ s last-dog watch came to an end. He was relieved by
Pilot, who had not | eft the binnacle:

“Either we' reright out of luck or thisboy’ sas clever asthe other
mongrel.”

Bentley did not answer for some seconds. He was staring out
ahead into blackness. Then he said, in the same subdued tone:

“We should be split up, ranged further apart. “We're too close,
theareais not nearly large enough.”

Randall nodded invisibly in thedark. “What d’you think?’

“1 think he's scooted to the north. Eastward would keep him in
danger from the Fleet, westward would be just as dangerous.”

“What makes you think that? Surely to the west he’ d be running
clear?

“He would—but he doesn’t know that. For all he knows there
might be a secondary group approaching from the west. He might
decide acarrier-group isalso in on this, escorted by destroyers. But
to the north he can be almost certain the way isclear.”

Randall made no answer, impressed as be was again by his
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captain’ slucid and unanswerable arguments. All thistimethe leader
of the search had been working to the westward, after he had
convinced himself that the target was nowherein thevicinity of the
Fleet’s course.

Randall went to speak, and his eyes were attracted to something
flickering to starb’ d.

“Ferrisl” hecalled sharply, “senior ship’ssignalling.”

“I'm reading it, sir,” came back the yeoman's calm voice, and
Randall pulled at hisnose.

The message was short—unfriendly eyes might be watching that
shaded light—and Ferris came stepping quickly across the bridge.
He spoke to Bentley and the captain said:

“Atlast! Up dome, increaseto 300 revolutions! Steer north-east.”

Wind Rode shuddered, and her slim bow slid round to the ordered
course.

They had been at high speed an hour, alone, when Randall
ventured:

“Do you think he might have surfaced already?’

“No,” Bentley answered decisively. “He knows we have radar,
and he knows he's got all night to get his message off. It's just as
dangerous for him to break wireless-silence now as it is for us. |
think he'll wait till well after midnight before herisksit Remember,
it will take him only afew minutesto transmit, and not much longer
than that for the aircraft to get airborne.” He nodded, defiantly. “He
won't have surfaced yet.”

Bentley stepped down from the grating and crossed to the chart-
table. On the map he had plotted his estimate of the submarine’s
course and submerged speed. Taking into account thetimethey had
wasted to the westward, and the time necessary to get to the ship’s
present position, he judged that the estimated position of the target
would beto the north still, but in asdic range.

He dropped the pencil and came back to the binnacle.

“Easeto 15 knots,” he ordered, “lower the dome.”

Anti-submarine warfare was like that, Bentley was to reflect
later—hours of search in one area, a shift to another, and then the
fish bites at once.
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The set had been operating only a few minutes when the report
came up:

“Contact bearing 010, range one mile, classified submarine.”

It really was not quite as easy as that—an expert fisherman has
tojudge wherethe fish might be... There was adifference here—this
one, with the sound pulses nibbling at it, must not be allowed to get
away.

Wnd Rode' stracking and firing routine went into action smoothly.
Every man concerned was aware of the danger the Fleet wasin if
they failed, but they weretoo experienced to alow thisto upset their
concentration on the instruments.

Sheran in, the pings and peeps sounded close together, and her
charges went over. The sea heaved, she shook with the blasts, and
the asdic speaker gaveforthitstelltale news—shewassstill in contact,
and the submarine was still alive.

Bentley hauled her round on afast turn, hiseyeson the swinging
compass card and his ears attuned to the speaker. Lieutenant Peacock
himself was operating the set, but Bentley knew that of all her men,
he, the captain, had to subdue the desperation mounting in hismind
and maintain a.calm dispassionateness of thought and action.

At least, hethought as he straightened her up for therunin, I'm
still in contact. Randall said:

“This bird’s more than a bit tricky. | wonder if he's the same
one?’

Bentley had wondered that, hours before. It was quite possible,
considering the few weeks which had passed since their abortive
attack on the merchantman’ sdestroyer, that the same submarine could
still be on patrol. But it was an irrelevant, academic question. The
only thing that concerned him now was the hard fact of what he had
to do.

And he had to do it alone. With the Fleet somewhere to the east
he did not dare break wireless silence to bring up assistance—no
captain could assume that his ship was alone beyond the 20-mile
range of hissurfaceradar.

“Stand by,” Bentley warned, and aminute later the quarterdeck
spawned its canisters.

The charges dropped down, exploded, and the seagaveforth its
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flung white and the asdic speaker its message.

“Starb’d thirty,” Bentley ordered, and kept the worry out of his
voice.

Once again she came round. This Jap captain was not tricky—he
was an expert, his evasive handling of his craft amounting closeto
genius. But at the same time asthis assessment of hisenemy worried
him, it offered Bentley some solace. He was absolutely certain that
such abrilliant commander would of necessity be also cautious and
experienced, that he would not have risked giving his position away
unnecessarily by surfacing earlier than he had to. Therefore Bentley
could assume that the warning message had not been despatched.

Randall said, hisvoice frankly worried:

“Look, Peter, we're not doing any good. And we're rapidly
depleting our ammunition. Why not try that thing of McQueen’' s?’

“Don’t you think I’ ve thought about it?’” Bentley answered him.
He shook his head. “I can’t do it. We have no knowledge at all of
what it will do. It should blow the Jap to pieces. It could also belt
our screws or rudder. What happens then, with us helpless and the
submarine still possibly alive?’

“1 concede all that. But we' ve got to get this bloke!”

“1 wouldn’t know about that!” Bentley returned, an edge to his
voice.

“Sorry,” Randall said instantly.

Bentley breathed in.

“No, Bob. If | had no charges left | might risk it But not now.
Stand by.”

Therun-in wasfaultless, the tracking of Peacock’ s meticulously
accurate, the firing went without a hitch. And at the last moment,
while the charges were dropping, thetarget altered course violently.
He did not escape by much, but then al he had to do was place
himself outside the lethal area of the bursting charges. Therewasno
doubt that he was shaken by that last pattern, just as there was no
doubt that he was still operational.

This time as Wind Rode dlid her bow round Bentley touched
Randall on the arm. The big lieutenant followed him to the chart-
table. There, beneath the tiny shaded light, Bentley stared at the
plotted courses of his enemy.
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“1 thought so,” he said, hisvoice even and hard. “Every timewe
attack he swings to starb’d. Never to port, though he could escape
just as easily that way. Why?’

Randall stared at the chart, hisforehead furrowed.

“Damned if | know!” he said in exasperation. “But there's
something that’ s obvious. No matter what he does—see it there?—
he' smaintai ning adefinite mean course. A few degrees east of north.”

Bentley was silent for the space of onelong breath. Then hisfist
thumped slowly and with emphasis down on the chart.

“My God, yes! You'reright!” Hisforefinger whispered up across
the white parchment. It stopped at asmall black mark. “1 wonder...”

“Eh? What’ ve you got on to?’

Bentley answered with one word:

“Naos!”

Randall was not equipped with his captain’ s flashing perception
of intelligence; but neither washeafool, and in professional matters,
such as navigation, hewasvery much ontheball. Hiseyesfollowed
the projection of the submarine’ s northward course, and then ran on
to the island Bentley had pointed out. It lay directly ahead of the
pencilled track.

“Naos?’ he repeated thoughtfully. His voice firmed. “But you
told me there’ snothing there.”

“| said the admiral said there’ snothing there. No wharves, piers.
Thereweren't any on the L ouisiades either, remember? That’ swhat
| was going to say when the old boy stopped me with his hand—that,
and the fact that a submarine’ s periscope could not possibly detect
anything that might be hidden behind palm trees and bushesin the
middle of theisland.”

“If you'reright,” Randall said dowly, “thisblokecould beleading
usright onto hisfriends. Aircraft.”

“Exactly! We' resixty milesoff Naos by dead-reckoning. Another
hour of thisand our depth-chargeswill beclearly heard ontheidand.”

“Lord...” Randall breathed. Hisworried stare stabbed at Bentley.
“If this bloke gets away, and we cop the lot, the Fleet’ s caught with
aircraft behind it! Y ou've got to use that new weapon!”

“Not yet.” Bentley withdrew from the table. The asdic contact
still pitched clearly acrossthe bridge. “We know he awaysturnsto
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starb’d, and we think we know why. He' s got to get in range of his
friends beforewe get him. All right, then. I’ ve got two patterns|eft.
Onthisrun-in, we'll drop one pattern asusual, then I'll alter hard-a-
starb’d and et him have the other. He should runright intoit.”

“Firetwo patterns? Thelot?’

“Thelot,” Bentley answered grimly. He stepped up on the crating.
“ Stand by depth-charge attack.”

Bentley gave his orders and she ran in on the asdic bearing and
he tried not to think of the magnitude of his gamble. He had two
patterns left, eight charges. She might be damaged; two patterns,
fired separately, might finish her, evenif they were not even closeto
direct hits. But he was about to let her have the ot in one attack...

He thought about this as he conned the ship in, but it was
characteristic of the man that his intention did not waver. He had
made his decision, it was based on an assessment of his own skill
and experience, and having madeit, he would adhereto it.

If he failed... He still had McQueen’s weapon. If that failed...
Hismind wastoo taut to allow him to forecast his course of actionin
that event—whether he would break wireless silence and warn the
admiral of hissurmise; risk having Granville accept his advice and
turn the whole Fleet back from its objective.

The ship moved on. He had warned Peacock of his intention,
and had told the quarterdeck crews. Therewould beno timeto reload
the throwers—thelast four charges were now in the stern-rails, and
from there they could be quickly dropped down over her tail. The
spread of the pattern would be reduced, but if he were right in his
judgment of the enemy’ stactics, then that compactnesswould help,
not hinder, in her destruction.

Gradually the time-interval between transmission and reception
reduced. Bentley’ sthoughts dwelt briefly on Peacock’ s competence—
the echoes were clear, unblurred—and then his mind shifted down
inside the fleeing submarine. They would be tense in the control-
room, hearing the tok-tok of the asdic transmission beating against
the hull, hearing by now the tearing rush of the screws. The captain
would be exercising every atom of his skill to determine just when
his attacker would drop her charges. He had done it many times
before, he would do it again. Then the order for full speed and the
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wheel-order to swing her abruptly out of the line of the dropping
destruction. He would be committed to his line of action, he would
not know that the destroyer was also swinging, and lowering her
second pattern to meet him.

If heturned to port?If he had decided that he had carried out the
same tactic too often, that his enemy might have caught on? Then
the destroyer would beturning in onedirection and itstarget escaping
inthe other.

Bentley shook the thought from him with a physical movement
of hishead. He listened carefully to the transmissions, then turned
his head. This was the time of automatically controlled and fired
charges. Wind Rode’s canisters were fired from the bridge, where a
torpedoman heaved back on four long steel levers.

Hewaswatching the captain now, and before Bentley had ceased
speaking theleverswerejerking back. For thelast timeof that fruitless
hunt the destroyer spat out her challenge.

“Hard-a-starb’d!” Bentley snapped.

He knew he had to be quick. The submarine could turn more
easily than Wind Rode. But now Bentley used his port screw, giving
it full power so that itsincreased thrashing dragged her stern round
faster. He waited a minute, giving the submarine time to complete
itsown turn, then he gave the order which finally exhausted his anti-
submarine ammunition.

Randall stepped up on to the grating beside him. Both men stared
astern, alittle to the left of where the first pattern’s explosion had
ulcered the seawith whitefroth. And both of them would remember
those waiting momentsfor along time.

Thefirst indication of the result of their attack came not visibly,
but audibly. Peacock’s voice, still calm but obviously controlled,
sprang from the speaker:

“Contact lost.” A few seconds, while Randall’ s mind was numb
and Bentley’ sraced with aroiling whirl of possible future action—
and then, not calm now, but triumph breaking nakedly through its
professional tone, Peacock’ s voice again:

“Breaking-up noises! Bridge? Breaking-up noises! No doubt
about it! She’ s smashed open! Dropping fast!”

Bentley reached forward and took up the phone.
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“All right, asdic-room. Well done. Resume normal sweep.”
Bentley replaced the phone and he came upright and Randall’ s big
hand rested firmly and understandingly on his shoulder.
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CHAPTER TEN

“RADAR RANGE OF THE ISLAND?’ Bentley asked.

“Forty miles,” Randall answered.

“Well closein and take alook.”

“What about the charges? They might have heard them.”

“At thisrange. | doubt it. They were set deep.”

Randall nodded. He said, his voice low:

“Peter, you' re going to bombard again if we find anything?’

It had been along hunt, from just before dark till after midnight.
Bentley’ sbody wastired, and his face still ached, but now hismind
was buoyant. He grinned at hisfriend.

“There are somethings—like that girl of yoursin Cairo—which
should never be taken on twice. I’ m about 20 years older than | was
that night off the Louisiades.”

“Thank God for that!” Randall said feelingly. “ Then wejust take
alook?

“We can hardly do less, seeing asit concernsthe courage of certain
convictions... | don’t know if we'll be ableto see anything—no doubt
the Japs learned a lesson from our last crack at an air-base—but
we'll certainly stand abetter chance than that submarine who poked
round herelast week.”

“And if they latch on to us?’

“Then, my optimistic shipmate, we' ve got 36 knotsand six hours
of darknessto unlatch,”

Randall smiled in the darkness. You're optimistic enough
yourself—now, be thought. And | don’t blame you! Things could
have been nasty. So nasty that... The thought slipped in and wiped
the smile off.

“Hey! What about the admiral? He doesn’t know if we got that
curious bloke or not. He might be waiting for confirmation before
pressing on!”

“1"d thought of that” Bentley replied easily. “And I’'m sure he
would reason that if we failed, we would have risked breaking
wirelesssilenceto tell him about it.”

“I supposeyou'reright.” Randall rubbed at his stubbly chin. “How
about a cup of kai?’
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“Thanks. But makeit coffee. Black and strong.”

“Sleep-killer coming up!”

They sipped their coffee side by side, tired but content, knowing
that whatever the Fleet was steaming into, it had an even chance of
getting out again. Not worried much about tomorrow, knowing from
hard experience that sufficient unto the night isthe evil thereof. The
night was moonless, though mainly unclouded, and they should be
able to sneak close enough in to Naos Island to detect any large-
scal e activity without being sighted themselves. Therewasarisk, of
course—therewas alwaysarisk. But four years of war in destroyers
causefamiliar risksto betreated, if not with contempt, then without
undueworry.

Theisland was not large and Wind Rode cruised right round it at
reduced speed in alittle under an hour. She was almost back at her
starting point, having seen nothing but the dark blur of trees and
“the white necklaces of foam on the blinding reef. It seemed that
Naos was completely surrounded by its reef, which would rule out
fuelling tankers and vindicate the admiral’s opinion, and it also
seemed that it was uninhabited, at least by alarge force of Japanese
aircraft.

Y et Bentley was restless. He could give his analytical brain no
reason for this feeling, unless it was the conviction that the Japs
would have learned a wise and bitter lesson from that other
bombardment of their secret base. The British assessment of their
Eastern enemy had skyrocketed after the sinking of Prince of Wales
and Repulse, and the warning inherent in the sinking of the Sydney
by a“merchant-man” wasfully understood by the Allied naval forces.
It was reasonabl e to assume, then, that the Japs would have learned
their lesson. And if they had, they would be careful to show no lights
or any other sign of activity, especialy sincethisbase, if it were one,
had proved its worth so definitely.

The ship moved slowly on. He was beginning to wonder if his
pet theory was not influencing his judgment, and if he should stop
wasting time and get back to the Fleet, when Ferris, whose eyes no
hawk could sneer at, said:

“Captain, sir?1 think the coast falls back there abit Fine on the
port bow.”
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Bentley raised hisnight-glasses. Ferriswasright. Only atrained
eyewould have noticed theindentation, but then the eyes now staring
at it from four pairs of binoculars had been looking for signs like
thisall their adult lives. There was also, Bentley noticed at once, no
white necklace barring the fall-away.

“Could be a harbour,” he muttered to Randall. There was no
undertone of excitement, even of interest, in hisvoice. Patently, in
anidand thissize, thebay or harbour would be small, and any tankers
secured there would have been audible. Wind Rode was grey and
low—a tanker, especially an empty one, would be long and high.
The destroyer dlid on slowly across the mouth of the bay, her asdic
set operating, the single ping of the transmission nicely lonely.

“Nothinginthere,” Randall grunted.

Silently Bentley agreed. His glasses trained right and picked up
the start of the white-flashed reef—he judged the bay to be about a
mile wide. The order had formed in his mind. He was about to tell
Rennie to bring her up to 30 knots, and give him the course to the
Fleet, when the lonely ping of the asdic set multiplied itself. The
echoing peep was clear and startling.

Even as his head swung towards the illuminated bearing-repeat
dial of theasdic the thought flashed through Bentley’ smind—it might
not be an air-base, but there could be submarinesin there. Obviously
therewasasubmarinein that bay, and just as obviously the onethey
had destroyed was trying to make itsway hometo it.

Then Peacock shattered that pat theory.

“Contact bearing Red four-eight,” he reported. “ Stationary.”

Bentley snatched up the phone.

“Classification?’

“I"'m... not sure, Sir.”

Peacock? Not sure? Bentley snapped:

“Comeon, then! What’sit look like?’

“1 don't think it's asubmarine, sir. I'm amost sureit isn’t. But
it'sasubmerged object, steel I'd say, not aslong as a submarine. It
lookslike...”

Peacock hesitated. Bentley demanded impatiently:

“Comeon, man! Lookslikewhat?’

“This sounds a bit odd, sir... But the outline—blunt ends—
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reminds me of a petrol tank. | mean the bowsers, the big cylinders
sunk under the pumpsIn agarage... I’ m sorry, but that’ s the closest
| can get to aclassification. It isdefinitely not asubmarine—at | east
nothing like any we have knowledge of.”

Bentley was not listening. His brain was trained to think and
evaluate at life-saving rapidity, and it was doing precisely that half a
second after Peacock had mentioned the words “petrol tank.” He
was helped in the decision he came to by the fact that he had been
looking for fuelling points for the past hour, and by memory of an
earlier experience.

“By God!” he gjaculated, and slammed his hand on the bearing
ring, “ so that’sit!”

Randall stared at him, not speaking.

“Where the hell wasit?’ Bentley’s voice ran on. “Madagascar,
Mauritius, somewhere down there. Swell too great to go alongside,
fuelling lineslaid out to seaward on 44-gallon drums. But herethey’ ve
gone one better—they’ velaid the tank itself out of sight! Sureto be
linesrunning ashore. Brother! All they’ve got to doisopen avalve.
And fifty aircraft sail over the Fleet!”

The speech was staccato, but Randall had followed its
implications clearly enough. Instead of answering, he twisted his
head to stare at the shore. But hewas not |ooking, so much as sniffing.

“Smell it?’" he snapped. “Plain ashell.”

“High octane,” Bentley grunted, “madein Tokyo.”

“You'll goin? Randall asked. “It could be touchy. There’'s not
that much room.”

There was no anxiety in his voice; the tone and the face were
esger.

“Revolutionsfor six knots,” Bentley answered nil question, “ steer
095. Start the echo-sounder.”

He felt the variation of the deck ease, and saw the bow come
round for the opening, and hethought, as he alwaysdid, of what else
had to be done But Wind Rode had been closed-up for action for an
hour; he was taking her in at a safe speed; the echo-sounder was
feeling the bottom for him, and Pilot himself waswatching the pointer
trace the depths. There was acute danger from the shore—he was
certain now of what theisland held—but thiswas war.
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Satisfied, he let his mind run rapidly over what he had to do,
while one section of hisintelligence handled the conning of hisship.

The petrol tank must belarge, and it woul d be secured to the harbour
bed. Vertical pipeswould run fromit to the surface, and through them
thefuel would be pumped, or sucked, to valvesashore. The shore-going
lineswould almost certainly be suspended from drums. They would be
available; he could get at them. But it wasno use simply destroying the
pipes. Evenif he cut them, and fired the emerging fuel onthe surface of
thewater, hewould by hisact reveal himsdlf; hewould haveto depart at
high speed, and an enemy frogman could quite easily go down clear of
theflamesand shut the master valve on thetank.

He had to destroy that tank, and he had to do it compl etely.

“Gellatly on the bridge,” he ordered abruptly. Then he stepped
down to the chart-room voi ce-pipe.

“Pilot? Anything yet?’

“No, sir. Not the tank. But we' ve plenty of water—20 fathoms,
22,21..”

“Very well.” Bentley did not want to know the readings—he had
given ordersthat hewasto betoldif the depth fell below five fathoms.
He listened to the asdic ranges—the echo-sounder’s pulses were
shafting straight down—and he knew that if hewereto send afrogman
down that depth would need to decrease.

“Gellatly, sir.”

Bentley swung. “How’ syour rib?’ he asked without preliminary,

“Fine, Sir.”

“No nonsense, Gellatly. Thisis avitally important job. How’s
your rib?’

“1 candive, sir,” the frogman answered simply.

“A hundred feet?’

“Yes, gr.”

“Good. Up here”

Gellatly stepped up beside the binnacle. The captain would not
leave it again in this confined area. Randall moved to the chart-
house voice-pipe.

“There's a petrol tank down there,” Bentley said concisely. “A
fuelling tank for the Jap aircraft ashore.”

“A casefor limpet mines, sir,” Gellatly said at once.
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“Yes—if we carried them.”

“Hand grenades?’

“Not powerful enough. It could be a strong tank. Demolition
charges. Pound and aquarter, T.N.T.”

“That should doiit, sir.”

“1 must be sure. As soon aswe're over the tank you'll go down.
Wastenotime. Y ou should tell at aglance the strength of it. Then get
up hereagain. I'll have the charges ready.”

“Aye, aye, Sir.”

Randall called, quietly:

“Depth 15 fathoms, sir. Shoaling.”

“Right!”

Bentley checked the asdic range and Gellatly hurried from the
bridge. The ship was almost over her target. Bentley spoke into the
wheelhouse voi cepipe:

“Cox’n? Pass al engine orders by phone.”

“Aye, aye, Sir.”

“Stop both, slow astern together. Warn the engine-room to stand
by for full power.” Andto the bosun’s mate: “Tell the gunner’ smate
| want a dozen pound and a quarter demolition charges made up—
ten-minutefuse. At therush.”

The seaman leaped for theladder. The ship quivered as her weight
was dragged to astop. Bentley thought again about that ten minutes.
He knew he was right. At any minute he might be discovered; his
intentions would be realised at once. A longer fuse-length would
allow aJap frogman to negative Gellatly’ sefforts. At the sametime,
at full power and if all went well, he could be between five and six
miles clear before the balloon went up—that would give the enemy
aircraft nofocal point from which to begin their search.

Aswell, hewould be given afew more minutes before they could
take-off. That was all he needed. Once clear of land, a destroyer
would be hard to find in hundreds of square miles of night-covered
ocean. Onceclear...

“Pilot reports we'reright over it, sir,” Randall said. “I1t’ satank
all right. Resting on the bottom, ten feet high. Some tank! Hold it!
Repeat, Pilot! Y es, have got. Two tanks, sir, side by side. There may
be more...”
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“Blast!” Bentley muttered to himself—that would increase
Gellatly’ sjobto the danger point. He could not expect to hang around
here much longer without being sighted. The Japs were certain to
have sentries posted. Asit was he was lucky not to have been seen
already.

“Ready, sir,” Gellatly said beside him.

Bentley crushed down his forebodings.

“Over you go. | can't waste time with a shot-rope. There are at
least two tanks.”

“Yes, gr.”

“The night was so dark Bentley could barely see Gellatly’ sface.
But hisvoice was steady. ‘I’ ve changed our plans. Takethe charges
with you now. Six to each tank, split them evenly if therearethree. |
doubt if they’d have more than three. Place the charges under the
bellies of thetanks. But you know all that. Good luck, and quick...”

Hisvoice broke off abruptly. Gellatly’ sface was clear, shiningly
clear, before him. Thewhole bridge was shining, gleaming, the bright
grey paintwork contrasting vividly with long streaks of black
shadows.

Bentley’ shead jerked round.

His eyes sguinted with sudden pain. The search-light’s baleful
glare came from the head of thelittle bay, and it wastrained full on
the stopped destroyer. Their luck had run out.

Their luck, but not their lives—not yet.

“Director!” Bentley roared, “take that searchlight!”

He shouted his orders to Rennie and the engine-room bells
clanged urgently in reply. Bentley’ s hand was up shielding his eyes
from the fierce white glare, and he saw plainly the fuelling lines
snaking shore-ward, held up on their floating drums. He thought of
rupturing those lineswith gunfire, firing the petrol with direct-action
shell. But that was all his guns would do, he realised—pure petrol
would burn no easier than purewater; it had to haveits oxygen added,
and thevital tankswould remain untouched.

She was swinging now, shuddering as McGuire gave her power
asquickly ashe dared, and still no guns had opened at them. A full
minute had passed since her discovery—the deepiest gun-crew could
have got off one round in that time.
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Then Bentley realised that thisisland was like the other one—it
needed no defensive guns. Its bomberswereitsguns. And he had no
doubts about what would be happening on the airfield. “ God!” said
Randall, his voice sharp on the tense bridge, “just one pattern of
depth-charges... *

Bentley stared at him.

For two seconds his eyes were fastened on the big lieutenant’s
face, and in that time the whole plan of what he would do flicked
into his brain, was studied, and was accepted.

“Pilot!” he snapped into the voice-pipe, “give me adepth every
five seconds! Torps? That thing' s ready to fire?’

It was the automatic response of long training which brought the
torpedo-officer’s instant reply—seconds before he appreciated the
significance of the captain’ s question.

“Yes, sir. The cordite chargeisfitted.”

“Then jump aft and stand by to fire.”

Disciplineand training are magical qualities.

“What depth, sir?’ Torpsaskedin acalm voice.

“A hundred feet. Fireto port.”

“Fireto port, sir.” Then Torpswas gone down the ladder.

Randall was staring at his captain, but he did not speak. He knew,
as every man on the bridge knew, what was in Bentley’s mind; as
they knew that the time was so short, and the space so limited, that
theleader of thismad and desperate enterprise must not be distracted
in the slightest from what he was about to do.

“Director?’ Bentley snapped. “ Ceasefiring! | want that light.”

The guns had got off one broadside, and the jungle close to the
right of the searchlight had offered back itsugly red bursts. Now the
order went down and the firing interceptors were whipped open.

“Starb’d thirty!” ordered Bentley. “Full ahead port, half astern
starb'd!”

She had been swinging to face the open sea. Now her sharp snout
began turning to theright, towards the dim and distant line of jungle
on the north side of the bay.

Bentley’s plan was crystal clear in his mind. Just as was his
awareness of the hideous danger he was in both from the bombers
and the bay’s possible shoals. The thought of these things he
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discarded. Backing his decision to use M cQueen’ s untried weapon,
though not conscioudly thought of, was the knowledge that the future
safety of the Fleet depended on the success of what he hoped to
achieve.

Pilot’ sreports came regularly up the voice-pipe. Bentley listened
not so much to the actual depths as for a change in the note of the
navigator’s voice. He was not surprised that the harbour remained
safely deep—the gods remain tolerant of those they are about to
destroy...

Hetook her asfar ashedared, knowing it was not half far enough
if McQueen' sestimateswere correct, and then with screws and rudder
swung her fiercely round again. And al this time his mind was
conscious of the minutes which had passed, seeing with its mental
projection the aircraft being hurried out of their redoubts, then taxi-
ing to the end of the runway.

Shewasround, and in the searchlight’ shelpful reflection he could
see the mass of drums which marked the submergence of the pipes,
and the position of the tanks. He leaned and he spoke into the
wheel house voice-pipe, and hisvoice was calm, and deliberate, and
brittlewith emphasis:

“Full power both engines!”

Then he came upright and steered his ship for apoint fifty feet to
theright of the mass of drums.

Full speed in adestroyer isaset, regulated number of revolutions
of the propellers. It is fast, but it is not the speed of what she is
actually capable. Full power means precisely what it says: the
compl ete strength of 40,000 horsepower unleashed on to the turbine
blades.

But 2,000 tons of steel is a heavy mass. Bentley knew that he
would in that short run get nowhere near the safe 30 knots. Hewould
be lucky if sheraised 20.

“Clear the quarterdeck,” he ordered, “ close al watertight doors.”
Andto Randall, waiting quiet near thewind-break: “ Takethe torpedo-
control phone.”

“Aye, aye, sir,” answered thefirst lieutenant

Therewas something in theformality of that reply which rugged
at Bentley’s attention. He thought about it afterwards, and the
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realisation came to him that the three traditional words, spoken like
they had been, carried to him hisfriend’ srespect and understanding.

But he had no time or inclination for analysis now. They were
halfway there, and though the ship was shuddering as he had never
felt her before, the knot indicator showed nothing higher than the
figure 17.

Randall said:

“Tubeready, sir.”

Bentley nodded. Thewholeshipwasstill outlined intherevealing
light. Eighteen, nineteen knots...

“Director—take the searchlight.”

Half aminute. He would need no light now.

“Stand by, cox’n.”

“Standing by, sir.”

Thegunsroared and the searchlight beam flung abruptly skyward
and went out. Darkness rushed in over the bay.

Twenty knots, twenty-one... Now!

“Firel” Bentley snapped. “Hard-a-starb’d!”

Rennie’s repeat of the order had come back before the sound
reached them from down amidships. Even through thetension coiling
in his guts Bentley was surprised—the whoof of discharge of
M cQueen’ sweapon seemed not much louder than anormal torpedo’s
firing.

He was looking for the splash, and he saw it. Again, not much
larger than the entry of atorpedo. ThenWind Rodewasround, surging
for the open sea, and the point of submergence of the new weapon
receded into the night.

Hisglanceflicked to the speed dial. Twenty-two knots. The sharp
turn had slowed her. But in this unfamiliar bay he had had no
alternative but to swing her seawards.

Hishands clutched the binnacle, and hewaited. He knew therate
of descent of 300-pound depth-charges, and McQueen had given
him the relative figures for his monster, but he had forgotten them.
He guessed that it would sink more quickly.

He thought of stopping his propellers. But if the explosion were
to reach out for them, it would meet the screws, stopped or spinning.
And he could rely on McGuire, standing now by histhrottles, to take
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the power off her instantly if anything went wrong. If... ?Clear in his
memory came McQueen’s slow voice:

“1 cannot stress strongly enough that the ship must be travelling
at no lessthan 30 knotswhen wefire. Y ou appreciate that?’

Instinctively Bentley’s eyes went again to the speed dial. And
some enormousforce dammed his chest hard up against the compass-
ring.

Hewas gasping, but his eyesight was unaffected. With complete
clarity he saw thefoc’ s'letilt down until the sea creamed past level
with the gunwale. The sea, not the bow-wave. He jerked his head
round to stare aft.

He saw first the quarterdeck slanted upward, asthough achildin
abath had placed hishand under the stern of atoy boat and lifted it;
asthough the 2,000-ton ship were asurfboat riding in on the face of
ahuge wave. Then he saw the white, back in the bay.

For four yearsthe sight of depth-charges exploding had been as
familiar to Bentley asthe sight of fried eggs on the breakfast plate.
But thiswas nothing remotely like anything he had seen before There
was a mountain of water back there. Its swelling dome reached up
higher than the surrounding island. For a moment as he watched,
awed, the dome hung in the sky in dreadful and perfect symmetry
Then the frightful force which had raised it flung the mountain apart
inwhat looked like skyscrapers of white spray.

Wind Rode's stern smacked down again into the water and the
blast of the explosion slammed against his ears.

“Stop both!” Bentley ordered.

It was a needless order. McGuire had felt the stern lift and his
bellow had the throttles spinning back. But shewas still racing when
the two engine-room artificerswere flung to the deck. McGuire had
hauled himself up first and shut her power off. Not beforethe horrible
shuddering had communicated its meaning to his dazed mind.

A minutelater, whilethe bridge team were hauling themselvesto
their feet, be got through to the bridge.

“Captain?You' vedoneit al right! The port screw soundslikea
concrete mixer.”

“Isthat all?’

“Isthat all! You'll be lucky if you get 12 knots!”
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It was because the ship was still in such deadly danger, and he
could do nothing about it, that Bentley’ sbeaten brain relaxed at the
outraged expostulation in the Chiefsvoice. He smiled into the phone.

“Fine. She seemsto be steering all right. Can you work the port
screw at all?’

“Surel can! If you don’t mind the A-bracket falling off!”

“We'll buy you another one.” Bentley, who knew the
idiosyncracies of engineers, knew that the port screw must be capable
of almost half speed for McGuire to even admit it turned at all. He
said:

“Nicework, Chief. We're on the way home now.”

That was the understatement of the year, and they both knew it.
McGuire' s answer was to slam the pipe cover shut.

“Revolutionsfor 12 knots,” Bentley ordered,” and Randall said:

“D’you think we did it?’

“Oneway to find out.” Bentley smiled, but histonewasgrim. He
picked up the director phone. “ Light meamatch, please, Mr. Lasenby.
Direct-action, | think.”

“One match coming up, sir,” Lasenby returned, and spoke into
his own phone. The mountings swung, and the guns bel ched.

At a velocity of three thousand feet per second the surface of
water offersto adirect-action shell asurface asresistant as concrete.
The shells hit, the fuses in the noses were jolted into instantaneous
action, the shellsburst. The result was spectacular.

No one knew how many thousands of gallons of petrol those
tanks had held. What was obviouswas that McQueen’ sbaby had in
its first combat trial efficiently covered the whole of the bay with
volatile fluid. In a few fierce seconds acres of water were alight.
Eager flames ran along the pipe line and even from Wind Rode's
position out to sea they could see the shore-ling, then the jungle,
burning. “Phew!” breathed Randall, and that seemed to sum up the
feelings of al of them.

“l can't understand,” said Sir Sidney Granville, “how you
managed to last through the night.”

“If I may say so, sir,” answered Commander Bentley, “that makes
two of us. We were attacked shortly after the balloon went up, and
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many times after that, but never by more than a couple of aircraft.
My only explanation is that the fire must have reached right inland
to some fuelling-point and the Japs were too busy fighting it to get
more aircraft off.”

He tapped the ash from his cigarette into the polished container
which had once been afour-inch cartridge.

“What | do know isthat I' [l never forget the sight the Fleet made,
comethedawn.”

The admiral smiled.

“Y our signal was plain enough. I’ ve never heard alouder scream
for help...”

“1 hope never to make one, sir. Ah—Sabang, sir?’

“Sabang? Asl said, your signal was plain enough, | turned back
at once.”

“Thank God you did!” the destroyerman said fervently. He
remembered himself. “Asyou know, sir, we pressed on out of it at
our full 12 knots. | didn’t see much of thefight at all...”

The admiral was not averse to accepting the suggestion implied.
He was thinking that it might be a good thing if young destroyer
commandersrealised that admiralsweren’t totally devoid of tactical
skill.

“The fight? It was short, and quite sharp Two destroyers this
time. But once | knew where the airfield was—we could see them
taking-off—I despatched three cruisers close inshore. They
bombarded. VVery handy ships for bombardment, cruisers. Twenty-
four guns, seven rounds aminute per gun.”

He looked at Bentley quizzically.

“That was a clever move, sir,” the destroyerman said sincerely.
“With theairstrip cratered they knew they couldn’t land. And if they
couldn’t land they had to make sure they could get to Sabang, Which
considerably reduced their timein the air over the Fleet.”

He forebore to mention that he had earned out the identical
strategy in his bombardment of the L ouisiade strip.

“Quite so, Bentley.” The admiral picked out another cigarette.
“And now to your personal part inthis affair.”

Theintent eyeswerelaid on Bentley’ sface. If the Australian had
shown the least smugness Granville would have terminated the
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interview with a“Let me haveyour report.” But Bentley’ sexpression
was certainly not smug—it was, Granvillerealised with some surprise,
worried.

“Yes, sir. I'm afraid the ship will be out of commission for some
weeks. The port screw isbadly damaged, and the A-bracket isloose.
Also, duetothestrain put onit during thetrip back, the rudder is out
of alignment.” Helooked up. “I’m sorry, sir, but | could think of no
other way out.”

Granville' spiercing eyes had never left hisface, But hewas till
not sure that this concern was genuine. He decided to find out.

“You had my express orders, as well as McQueen’s advice, not
to fire the weapon under a speed of 30 knots?’

“Yes. gr”

“Yet you did just that”

“Yes, gr.”

“Did it not occur to you that a signal would have brought the
Fleet to take care of that submerged fuelling-point? Without risking
your ship and your men in a confined bay within afew yards of an
alerted enemy?’

“It did occur to me, sir. But | had no justification for believing
that my signal would have brought you. Not until | was certain there
were aircraft on theisland. And | did not know that until the first
bomb fell. Then | made the signal.”

Worry, genuineworry, Granville decided—and alittlejustifiable
anger. This had gone on long enough.

“Good heavens, Bentley!” he said, smiling, shaking his head,
“dyou redly think I’d reprimand you for what you’ ve done?’

I’'m not so damned sure about that, at all! Bentley thought.
Women, and admirals...

“Ah—no, sir.”

“1 should think not! Now. You'll haveagin?’

“Thank you, sir. But I’m dueto take her into the floating dock in
half an hour. If you don’t mind...”

“Very well. Let me have your report when you' ve settled down.
And convey my congratulations to your ship’s company. For the
second time.”

“Thank you, sir.”

- JE. Macdonnell: The Blind Eye Page 130 -



He stood up and placed his cap under hisarm. Granville smiled
genially up at him.

“Thereismorethan oneadmiral who can turn ablind eyetowards
an order, Bentley.”

Of course, Bentley thought behind his respectful expression—
so long as the disobeyed order resultsin a successful action!

“Yes, sir,” hesaid, “thank you.”

He left the cabin and hurried towards the battleship’ s gangway.
He wanted a gin, badly. In amess where he owned the blind eye...

THE END
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TheBlind Eye

The huge battleships surged through the calm sea...they bulged
wildly sideways, and their armoured sternsforced up atoppling
pile of white from the blue.

His ears heard it first, Whooo, whooo, whooo - urgent, strident
siren, urgent meaning: submarine contact!

The admiral wastaking no chances, Four destroyers, Wind Rode
among them, heeled out of line and dug their tails down.

The future career of Admiral Sir Sidney Granville, as well as
the lives of thousands of British sailors, depended squarely on
the efficiency of these four hunting destroyers.
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