CHAPTER ONE
PRELUDE: SUNDAY AFTERNOON

SLOALY, deliberately, Starr crushed out the butt of his cigarette. The gesture,
Captain Vallery thought, held a curious air of decision and finality. He knew
what was com ng next, and, just for a nonent, the sharp bitterness of defeat cut
through that dull ache that never left his forehead nowadays. But it was only
for a nmoment—he was too tired really, far too tired to care

" I'msorry, gentlenmen, genuinely sorry." Starr smiled thinly. " Not for the
orders, | assure you—the Admiralty decision, | am personally convinced, is the
only correct and justifiable one in the circunstances. But | do regret your—ah—

inability to see our point of view"

He paused, proffered his platinumcigarette case to the four nmen sitting with
himround the table in the Rear-Admiral's day cabin. At the four nute headshakes
the smile flickered again. He selected a cigarette, slid the case back into the
breast pocket of his doubl e-breasted grey suit. Then he sat back in his chair
the smile quite gone. It was not difficult to visualise, beneath that pin-stripe
sl eeve, the nore accustoned broad band and gol den stripes of Vice-Admral
Vincent Starr, Assistant Director of Naval Operations.

"When | flew north fromLondon this norning," he continued evenly, " | was
annoyed. | was very annoyed. | am—well, | ama fairly busy man. The First Sea
Lord, | thought, was wasting nmy tinme as well as his own. Wen | return, | nust

apol ogise. Sir Humphrey was right. He usually is

H s voice trailed off to a murnur, and the flint-wheel of his lighter rasped
through the strained silence. He leaned forward on the table and went on softly.

" Let us be perfectly frank, gentlenen. | expected—+ surely had a right to
expect —every support and full co-operation fromyou in settling this unpl easant
busi ness with all speed. Unpl easant business?" He smiled wyly. " Mncing words
won't help. Miutiny, gentlenmen, is the generally accepted term for it—a capita
of fence, | need hardly rem nd you. And yet what do | find?" His glance travelled
slowly round the table.

11

Conmi ssioned officers in Hs Majesty's Navy, including a Flag-Oficer
synpat hising with—f not actually condoni ng—a | ower-deck nutiny!"

He's overstating it, Vallery thought dully. He's provoki ng us. The words, the
tone, were a question, a challenge inviting reply.

There was no reply. The four nen seened apathetic, indifferent. Four nen, each
an individual, each secure in his own personality-yet, at that monent, so
strangely alike, their faces heavy and still and deeply lined, their eyes so
quiet, so tired, so very old

"You are not convinced, gentlenmen?" he went on softly. "You find nmy choice of

words a trifl e—ah—€di sagreeabl e?" He | eaned back. " Hm. . . ' mutiny.'" He
savoured the word slowy, conpressed his lips, |ooked round the table again. "
No, it doesn't sound too good, does it, gentlenmen? You would call it something

el se again, perhaps?" He shook his head, bent forward, snoothed out a signa
sheet below his ringers.



"'Returned from strike on Lofotens,'" he read out: "M45-boom passed: 1610—
finished with engines: 1630 —provisions, stores |lighters al ongside, m xed
seaman- stoker party detailed unload lubricating drunms: 1650—+eported to Captain
stokers refused to obey C P.O Hartley, then successively Chief Stoker Hendry,
Lieutenant (E.) Gierson and Commander (E.): ringleaders apparently Stokers
Ril ey and Petersen: 1705—+refused to obey Captain: 1715—Master at Arns and
Regulating P.O. assaulted in performance of duties.'" He | ooked up. " Wat
duties? Trying to arrest the ringl eaders?”

Val | ery nodded silently.
"' 1715-seanman branch stopped work, apparently in synpathy: no violence

of fered: 1725-broadcast by Captain, warned of consequences: ordered to return to
wor k: order disobeyed: 1730-signal to C -in-C Duke of Cunberland, for

assi stance.'"

Starr lifted his head again, |ooked coldly across at Vallery.
" Wiy, incidentally, the signal to the Admiral? Surely your own narines----- "

" My orders,” Tyndall interrupted bluntly. " Turn our own marines against men
they've sailed with for two and half years? Qut of the question! There's no
mat el ot —boot - neck antipathy on this ship, Admiral Starr: they've been through
far too much together. . . . Anyway," he added dryly, " it's
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whol Iy possible that the nmarines would have refused. And don't forget that if
we had used our own nen, and they had quelled this—ah—utiny, the U ysses would
have been finished as a fighting ship."

Starr |l ooked at him steadily, dropped his eyes to the signal again.

4441830—Marine boarding party from Cunberland: no resistance offered to
boarding: attenpted to arrest, six, eight suspected ringleaders: strong
resi stance by stokers and seanmen, heavy fighting poop-deck, stokers' nmess-deck
and engineers' flat till 1900: no firearns used, but 2 dead, 6 seriously
injured, 35-40 minor casualties.'" Starr finished reading, crunpled the paper in
an al nost savage gesture. " You know, gentlemen, | believe you have a point
after all." The voice was heavy with irony. "4Mutiny' is hardly the term Fifty
dead and injured: 4pitched battle' would be nuch nearer the mark."

The words, the tone, the lashing bite of the voice provoked no reaction
what soever. The four nen still sat notionless, expressionless, unheeding in a
vast indifference.

Adnmral Starr's face hardened.

441" m afraid you have things just a little out of focus, gentlenen. You' ve been
up here a long tine and isolation distorts perspective. Mist | rem nd senior
officers that, in wartime, individual feelings, trials and sufferings are of no
monent at all? The Navy, the country—they cone first, last and all the tinme." He
pounded the table softly, the gesture insistent in its restrained urgency. "
Good God, gentlenen," he ground out, " the future of the world is at stake—and
you, with your selfish, your inexcusable absorption in your own petty affairs,
have the col ossal effrontery to endanger it!"



Commander Turner sniled sardonically to hinself. ~A pretty speech, Vincent boy,
very pretty indeed—al though perhaps a thought rem niscent of Victorian

mel odrama: the clenched teeth act was definitely overdone. Pity he didn't stand
for Parlianment—he'd be a terrific asset to any Governnent Front Bench. Suppose
the old boy's really too honest for that, he thought in vague surprise

"The ringl eaders will be caught and puni shed—heavily punished." The voice was
harsh now, with a biting edge to it. 44Meantinme the 14th Aircraft Carrier
Squadron will rendezvous at Dennmark Strait as arranged, at 1030 Wednesday
i nstead of Tuesday—we radioed Halifax and held up the sailing. You will proceed
to sea at 0600 to-norrow. " He | ooked
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across at Rear-Adnmiral Tyndall.
conmand at once, Admiral."

You will please advise all ships under your

Tyndal | —ani versal ly known throughout the Fleet as Farmer G| es—said nothing.
His ruddy features, usually so cheerful and crinkling, were set and grim his
gaze, heavy-lidded and troubled, rested on Captain Vallery and he wondered j ust
what kind of private hell that kindly and sensitive man was suffering right
then. But Vallery's face, haggard with fatigue, told him nothing: that |ean and
wi t hdrawn asceticism was the conplete foil. Tyndall swore bitterly to hinself.

“ 1 don't really think there's nore to say, gentlenmen," Starr went on snoothly.
"I won't pretend you're in for an easy trip—you know yoursel ves what happened to
the |last three major convoys—P.Q 17, FR 71 and 74. |'mafraid we haven't yet
found the answer to acoustic torpedoes and glider bonbs. Further, our
intelligence in Brenen and Kiel—-and this is substantiated by recent experience
in the Atlantic—report that the latest U boat policy is to get the escorts
first. .. . Maybe the weather will save you."

You vindictive old devil, Tyndall thought dispassionately. Go on, dam you—
enj oy yourself.

" At the risk of seenming rather Victorian and nelodramatic "—npatiently Starr
waited for Turner to stifle his sudden fit of coughing—=* we may say that the
U ysses is being given the opportunity of -ah—+edeem ng herself." He pushed back
his chair. " After that, gentlenen, the Med. But first—FR 77 to Miurmansk, comne
hell or high water!" H's voice broke on the last word and lifted into stridency,
the anger burring through the thin veneer of suavity. "The U ysses nust be made
to realise that the Navy will never tolerate disobedience of orders, dereliction
of duty, organised revolt and sedition 1"

" Rubbi sh! "

Starr jerked back in his chair, knuckles whitening on the armrest. Hi s glance
whi pped round and settled on Surgeon- Conmander Brooks, on the unusually vivid
bl ue eyes so strangely hostile now under that magnificent silver mane.

Tyndal |, too, saw the angry eyes. He saw, also, the deepening colour in
Brooks's face, and npaned softly to hinself. He knew the signs too well—eld
Socrates was about to blow his Irish top. Tyndall nade to speak, then sl unped
back at a sharp gesture from Starr.



"What did you say, Commander?" The Admiral's voice was very soft and quite
t onel ess.
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"Rubbi sh," repeated Brooks distinctly. "Rubbish. That's what | said. ' Let's be
perfectly frank,' you say. Well, sir, I'"'mbeing frank. * Dereliction of duty,

organi sed revolt and sedition my foot! But | suppose you have to call it

sonet hing, preferably sonething well within your own field of experience. But
God only knows by what strange association and sleight-of-hand nental transfer,
you equate yesterday's trouble aboard the Uysses with the only clearly-cut code
of behaviour thoroughly famliar to yourself.' Brooks paused for a second: in
the silence they heard the thin, high wail of a. bosun's pipe—a passing ship,
perhaps. "Tell me, Admiral Starr," he went on quietly, " are we to drive out the
devils of nadness by whi ppi ng—a quaint old nedi eval custom-er maybe, sir, by

dr owni ng—enenber the Gadarene swine? O perhaps a nmonth or two in cells, you
think, is the best cure for tubercul osis?"

" What in heaven's nanme are you tal king about, Brooks?" Starr demanded angrily.
" Gadarene sw ne, tubercul osis—what are you getting at, man? Go on—explain." He
drummed his fingers inmpatiently on the table, eyebrows arched high into his
furrowed brow. " | hope, Brooks,"”™ he went on silkily, " that you can justify
t hi s—-ah—nsol ence of yours."

" 1"mquite sure that Comander Brooks intended no insolence, sir." It was
Captain Vallery speaking for the first tinme. "He's only expressing-----

" Please, Captain Vallery," Starr interrupted. " | am quite capable of judging
these things for nyself, | think." Hs snmle was very tight. " Wll, go on,
Br ooks. "

Conmmander Brooks | ooked at him soberly, speculatively.

"Justify nyself?" He snmiled wearily. "No, sir, | don't think I can." The slight
inflection of tone, the inplications, were not |lost on Starr, and he fl ushed
slightly. " But I'll try to explain," continued Brooks. " It may do sone good."

He sat in silence for a few seconds, elbow on the table, his hand running
t hrough the heavy silver hair—a favourite mannerism of his. Then he | ooked up
abruptly.

Wen were you last at sea, Admiral Starr?" he inquired

Last at sea?" Starr frowned heavily. " Wiat the devil has that got to do with
you, Brooks—er with the subject under discussion?" he asked harshly.

" A very great deal," Brooks retorted. " Wuld you please answer ny question
Admi ral ?"

" 1 think you know quite well, Brooks," Starr replied evenly,
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" that |'ve been at Naval Operations H Q in London since the outbreak of war.
VWhat are you inplying, sir?"



" Nothing. Your personal integrity and courage are not open to question. W all
know that. | was nerely establishing a fact." Brooks hitched hinself forward in
his chair.

" I'ma naval doctor, Adniral Starr—'ve been a doctor for over thirty years
now." He snmiled faintly. " Maybe |I'm not a very good doctor, perhaps | don't
keep quite so abreast of the latest nedical developnents as | might, but |
believe | can claimto know a great deal about human nature—this is no tinme for
nodest y—about how the m nd works, about the wonderfully intricate Interaction of
m nd and body.

Isolation distorts perspective' —these were your words, Adnmiral Starr.
Isolation' inplies a cutting off, a detachment from the world, and your
inmplication was partly true. But—and this, sir, is the point—there are nore
worlds than one. The Northern Seas, the Arctic, the black-out route to Russia —
these are another world, a world utterly distinct fromyours. It is a world

sir, of which you cannot possibly have any conception. In effect, you are
conpletely isolated fromour world."

Starr grunted, whether in anger or derision it was difficult to say, and
cleared his throat to speak, but Brooks went on swiftly.

"Conditions obtain there without either precedent or parallel hi the history of
war. The Russian Convoys, sir, are something entirely new and quite unique in
t he experience of mankind."

He broke off suddenly, and gazed out through the thick glass of the scuttle at
the sleet slanting heavily across the grey waters and dun hills of the Scapa
anchorage. No one spoke. The Surgeon- Comrander was not finished yet: a tired man
takes time to marshal his thoughts.

" Manki nd, of course, can and does adapt itself to new conditions." Brooks
spoke quietly, alnost to hinmself. " Biologically and physically, they have had
to do so down the ages, in order to survive. But it takes tinme, gentlenen, a
great deal of tinme. You can't conpress the natural changes of twenty centuries
into a couple of years: neither mnd nor. body can stand it. You can try, of
course, and such is the fantastic resilience and toughness of man that he can
tolerate it—for extremely short periods. But the limt, the saturation capacity
for adaption is soon reached. Push nen beyond that linmt and anything can
happen. | say 'anything' advisedly,
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because we don't yet know the precise formthe crack-up will take—but crack-up
there always is. It may be physical, nmental, spiritual—<+ don't know But this
do know, Admiral Starr—the crew of the U ysses has been pushed to the linmt—and
cl ear beyond."
"Very interesting, Commander." Starr's voice was dry, sceptical. "Very
interesting indeed—and nost instructive. Unfortunately, your theory—and it's
only that, of course—s quite untenable."

Brooks eyed him steadily.

" That sir, is not even a matter of opinion."



"Nonsense, man, nonsense!" Starr's face was hard in anger. It's a matter of
fact. Your prenmises are conpletely false." Starr |eaned forward, his forefinger
punctuating every word. " This vast gulf you claimto |lie between the convoys to
Russi a and normal operational work at sea—+t just doesnt exist. Can you point
out any one factor or condition present in these Northern waters which is not to
be found sonewhere else in the world? Can you, Conmander Brooks?"

" No, sir." Brooks was quite unruffled. " But | can point out a frequently
overl ooked fact—that differences of degree and association can be nuch greater
and have far nore far-reaching effects than differences hi kind. Let ne explain
what | nean.

" Fear can destroy a man. Let's adnmit it—f ear is a natural thing. You get it
in every theatre of war—but nowhere, | suggest, so intense, so continual as hi
the Arctic convoys.

" Suspense, tension can break a man—any nan. |'ve seen it happen too often
far, far too often. And when you're keyed up to snapping point, sonetinmes for
sevent een days on end, when you have constant daily remnminders of what may happen
to you in the shape of broken, sinking ships and broken, drowning bodi es—wel |
we' re men, not machi nes. Sonething has to go—and does. The Admiral wll not be
unaware that after the last two trips we shipped nineteen officers and nen to
sanat ori a—Aental sanatoria?"

Brooks was on his feet now, his broad, strong fingers splayed over the polished
tabl e surface, his eyes boring into Starr's.

" Hunger burns out a man's vitality, Admiral Starr. It saps his strength, slows
his reactions, destroys the will to fight, even the will to survive. You are
surprised, Admiral Starr? Hunger, you think—surely that's inpossible in the
wel | - provi ded ships of to-day? But it's not inpossible, Adniral Starr
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It's inevitable. You keep on sending us out when the Russian season's over,
when the nights are barely |longer than the days, when twenty hours out of the
twenty-four are spent on watch or at action stations, and you expect us to feed
well 1" He smashed the flat of his hand on the table. " How the hell can we,
when the cooks spend nearly all their tinme in the nagazi nes, serving the
turrets, or in damage control parties? Only the baker and butcher are excused—
and so we live on corned-beef sandw ches. For weeks on end! Corned- beef
sandw ches!" Surgeon- Commander Brooks al nost spat in disgust.

Good old Socrates, thought Turner happily, give himhell. Tyndall, too, was
noddi ng his ponderous approval. Only Vallery was unconfortabl e—not because of
what Brooks was saying, but because Brooks was saying it. He, Vallery, was the
captain: the coals of fire were being heaped on the wong head.

"Fear, suspense, hunger." Brooks's voice was very |ow now. These are the
things that break a man, that destroy himas surely as fire or steel or
pestilence could. These are the killers.

" But they are nothing, Admiral Starr, just nothing at all. They are only the
henchnen, the outriders, you might call them of the Three Horsenen of the
Apocal ypse—ol d, |ack of sleep, exhaustion



" Do you know what it's like up there, between Jan Mayen and Bear Island on a
February night, Admiral Starr? O course you don't. Do you know what it's like
when there's sixty degrees of frost in the Arctic—and it still doesn't freeze?
Do you know what it's |ike when the wind, twenty degrees bel ow zero, cones
screami ng off the Polar and Greenland ice-caps and slices through the thickest
clothing like a scal pel ? Wien there's five hundred tons of ice on the deck,
where five mnutes' direct exposure nmeans frosthite, where the bows crash down
into a trough and the spray hits you as solid ice, where even a torch battery
dies out in the intense cold? Do you, Admiral Starr, do you?" Brooks flung the
words at him hanmered them at him

" And do you know what it's like to go for days on end w thout sleep, for weeks
with only two or three hours out of the twenty-four? Do you know t he sensati on,
Admral Starr? That fine-drawn feeling with every nerve in your body and cell in
your brain stretched taut to breaking point, pushing you over the screaning edge
of madness. Do you know it,
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Admiral Starr? It's the npbst exquisite agony in the world, and you' d sell your
friends, your famly, your hopes of immortality for the blessed privilege of
cl osing your eyes and just letting go.

" And then there's the tiredness, Adniral Starr, the desperate weariness that
never |eaves you. Partly it's the debilitating effect of the cold, partly |ack
of sleep, partly the result of incessantly bad weather. You know yourself how
exhausting it can be to brace yourself even for a few hours on a rolling,
pi tching deck: our boys have been doing it for nonths—gales are routine on the
Arctic run. | can show you a dozen, two dozen old nen, not one of them a day
over twenty."

Br ooks pushed back his chair and paced restlessly across the cabin. Tyndall and
Turner glanced at each other, then over at Vallery, who sat with head and
shoul ders bowed, eyes resting vacantly on his clasped hands on the table. For
the nonent, Starr night not have exi sted.

" It's a vicious, nurderous circle,"” Brooks went on quickly. He was |eaning
agai nst the bul khead now, hands deep in his pockets, gazing out sightlessly
through the msted scuttle. " The less sleep you have, the tireder you are: the
nmore tired you becone, the nore you feel the cold. And so it goes on. And then
all the tinme, there's the hunger and the terrific tension. Everything interacts
with everything else: each single factor conspires with the others to crush a
man, break him physically and nentally, and lay him wi de open to disease. Yes,
Admiral —di sease.” He smiled into Starr's face, and there was no laughter in his
smle. " Pack nmen together like herring in a barrel, deprive 'em of every |ast
ounce of resistance, batten "em bel ow decks for days at a time, and what do you
get? T.B. It's inevitable."” He shrugged. "Sure, Fve only isolated a few cases so
far—but | know that active pulnonary T.B. is rife in the |ower deck.

" | saw the break-up comng nonths ago." He lifted his shoulders wearily. " |
warned the Fleet Surgeon several tinmes. | wote the Adnmiralty twice. They were
synpathetic—and that's all. Shortage of ships, shortage of nmen .

" The last hundred days did it, sir—en top of the previous nonths. A hundred
days of pure bloody hell and not a single hour's shore leave. In port only
twi ce—for amunitioning: all oil and provisions fromthe carriers at sea. And



every day an eternity of cold and hunger and danger and suffering. In the name
of God," Brooks cried, ** we're not machi nes 1"
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He | evered hinself off the wall and wal ked over to Starr, hands still thrust
deep in his pockets.

** | hate to say this in front of the Captain, but every officer in the ship—
except Captain Vallery—knows that die nen would have nutinied, as you call it,

I ong ago, but for one thing—Captain Vallery. The intense personal |oyalty of the
crew to the Captain, the devotion alnost to the other side of idolatry is
sonething quite unique in ny experience, Admiral Starr."

Tyndall and Turned both nurnured approval. Vallery still sat notionless

" But there was a linmt even to that. It had to cone. And now you tal k of

puni shing, inprisoning these nmen. Good God above, you might as well hang a nan
for having leprosy, or send himto penal servitude for devel oping ul cersT"
Brooks shook his head in despair. " Qur crew are equally guiltless. They just
couldn't help it. They can't see right from wong any nore. They can't think
straight. They just want a rest, they just want peace, a few days' bl essed
quiet. They'll give anything in the world for these things and they can't see
beyond them Can't you see that, Admiral Starr? Can't you? Can't you?"

For perhaps thirty seconds there was silence, conplete, utter silence, in the
Admiral's cabin. The high, thin whine of the wind, the swish of the hail seened
unnaturally loud. Then Starr was on his feet, his hands stretching out for his
gl oves: Vallery |ooked up, for the first time, and he knew that Brooks had
fail ed.

"Have ny barge alongside, Captain Vallery. At once, please." Starr was
detached, quite enotionless. " Conplete oiling, provisioning and anmuniti oning
as soon as possible. Admiral Tyndall, | wi sh you and your squadron a successfu
voyage. As for you, Commander Brooks, | quite see the point of your argunent-—at
| east, as far as you are concerned." His lips parted in a bleak, wintry snile
You are quite obviously overwought, badly in need of some |eave. Your relief
will be aboard before midnight. If you will come with ne, Captain .. ."

He turned to the door and had taken only two steps when Vallery's voice stopped
hi m dead, poised on one foot. 440ne nonent, sir, if you please.™

Starr swung round. Captain Vallery had made no nove to rise. He sat still,
smling. It was a sm | e conmpounded of
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def erence, of understandi ng—and of a curious inflexibility. It nade Starr fee
vaguel y unconfortabl e.

44Sur geon- Commander Brooks," Vallery said precisely, " is a quite exceptional
officer. He is invaluable, virtually irreplaceable and the U ysses needs him
badly. | wish to retain his services."

44]1' ve made ny decision, Captain," Starr snapped. " And it's final. You know,
think, the powers invested in me by the Admiralty for this investigation.”



44Quite, sir." Vallery was quiet, unmoved. " | repeat, however, that we cannot
afford to lose an officer of Brooks's calibre."

The words, the tone, were polite, respectful; but their significance was
unm st akabl e. Brooks stepped forward, distress in his face, but before he could
speak, Turner cut in snmoothly, urbanely.

441 assurme | wasn't invited to this conference for purely decorative purposes."
He tilted back in his chair, his eyes fixed dreanily on the deckhead. " | feel
it's time | said something. | unreservedly endorse old Brooks's remarks—every
word of them"™

Starr, white-nmouthed and notionless, |ooked at Tyndall. 44And you, Admral ?"

Tyndal | | ooked up quizzically, all the tenseness and worry gone from his face
He | ooked nmore like a Wst Country Farmer G les than ever. He supposed wyly,
that his career was at stake; funny, he thought how suddenly uninportant a
career could becone.

44As O ficer Conmandi ng, naximum squadron efficiency is ny sole concern. Sone
people are irreplaceable. Captain Vallery suggests Brooks is one of these. |
agree. "

" | see, gentlenmen, | see," Starr said heavily. Two spots of colour burned high
up on his cheekbones. " The convoy has sailed from Halifax, and ny hands are
tied. But you nake a great mistake, gentlenen, a great mstake, in pointing
pistols at the head of the Admiralty. We have long nenories in Witehall. W
shal | -ah—€di scuss the matter at |length on your return. Good-day, gentlenen, good-
day."

Shivering in the sudden chill, Brooks clunped down the |adder to the upper deck
and turned for'ard past the galley into the Sick Bay. Johnson, the Leading Sick
Bay Attendant, |ooked out from the dispensary.

"How are our sick and suffering, Johnson?" Brooks inquired. "
manf ul | y?"

Bearing up
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Johnson surveyed the eight beds and their occupants norosely.

44Just a lot of bloody chancers, sir. Half of them are a damed sight fitter
than | am Look at Stoker Riley there—himiith the broken finger and whacki ng
great pile of Reader's Digests. Going through all the nedical articles, he is,
and roaring out for sulph., penicillin and all the latest antibiotics. Can't
pronounce half of them Thinks he's dying."

A grievous loss,"” the Surgeon- Cormmander mnurnured. He shook his head. " What
Conmander Dodson sees in himl don't know . . . Wuat's the latest from
hospi t al ?"

The expression drai ned out of Johnson's face.

They're just off the blower, sir," he said woodenly.
Ordi nary Seaman Ral ston died at three o' clock."

Fi ve m nutes ago.



Br ooks nodded heavily. Sending that broken boy to hospital had only been a
gesture anyway. Just for a nonent he felt tired, beaten. " Od Socrates," they
called him and he was beginning to feel his age these days—and a bit nore
besi des. Maybe a good night's sleep would help, but he doubted it. He sighed

** Don't feel too good about all this, Johnson, do you?"
" Eighteen, sir. Exactly eighteen." Johnson's voice was low, bitter. " |'ve
just been talking to Burgess—that's himin the next bed. Says Ral ston steps out
across the bathroom coaning, a towel over his arm A nob rushes past, then this
bl oody great ape of a bootneck comes tearing up and bashes him over the skul
with his rifle. Never knew what hit him sir—and he never knew why."

Brooks smled faintly.

"That's what they call—-ah—seditious talk, Johnson," he said mldly.

Sorry, sir. Suppose | shouldn't—t's just that |------

** Never mnd, Johnson. | asked for it. Can't stop anyone from thinking. Only,
don't think out loud. It's—+t's prejudicial to naval discipline. ... | think
your friend Riley wants you. Better get hima dictionary."

He turned and pushed his way through the surgery curtains. A dark head—all that
coul d be seen behind the dentist's chair—+tw sted round. Johnny Nicholls, Acting
Surgeon Lieutenant, rose quickly to his feet, a pile of report cards dangling
fromhis left hand. " Hallo, sir. Have a pew. " Brooks grinned

An excellent thing, Lieutenant N cholls, truly gratifying
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to neet these days a junior officer who knows his place. Thank you, thank you."

He clinbed into the chair and sank back with a groan, fiddling with the neck-
rest.

" If you'll just adjust the foot-rest, ny boy ... so. Ah—thank you." He | eaned
back I uxuriously, eyes closed, head far back on the rest, and groaned again. "
I'"'man old man, Johnny, ny boy, just an anci ent has-been."

Nonsense, sir," N cholls said briskly.
you'll let nme prescribe a suitable tonic .

Just a slight nalaise. Now, if

He turned to a cupboard, fished out two tooth-glasses and a dark-green, ribbed
bottle marked " Poison." He filled the glasses and handed one to Brooks. " M
personal recomrendati on. Good heal th, ski"

Brooks | ooked at the amber liquid, then at Nicholls. " Heathenish practices
they taught you at these Scottish Universities, ny boy . . . Admirable fellers
sone of these old heathens. What is it this tinme, Johnny?"

First-class stuff,” Nicholls grinned. " Produce of the Island of Coll."'
The ol d surgeon | ooked at him suspiciously. " Didn't know they had any
distilleries up there." " They haven't. | only said it was made in Coll

How did things go up top, sir?"



Bl oody awful. His nibs threatened to string us all fromthe yardarm Took a
special dislike to ne—said | was to be booted off the ship instanter. Meant it,
too."
" You!" Nicholls's brown eyes, deep-sunk just now and red-rinmed from
sl eepl essness, opened wide. " You're joking, sir, of course.”
“I'mnot. But it's all right—+"mnot going. dd Gles, the skipper and Turner—
the crazy idiots—virtually told Starr that if |I went he'd better start | ooking
around for another Admiral, Captain and Commander as well. They shouldn't have
done it, of course—but it shook old Vincent to the core. Departed in high
dudgeon, nuttering veiled threats . . . not so veiled, either, cone to think of
it." "Dammed old fool!" said Nicholls feelingly. " He's not really, Johnny.
Actually, he's a brilliant bloke. You don't become a D.N.O for nothing. Mster
strategist and tactician, Gles tells ne, and he's not really as bad as we're
apt to paint him to a certain extent we can't blane old Vincent for sending us
out again. Bloke's up against an insoluble problem Limted resources at his
di sposal, terrific demands for
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ships and nen in half a dozen other theatres. Inpossible to neet half the
clainms made on him half the tine he's operating on little better than a shoe-
string. But he's still an inhuman, inpersonal sort of cuss—doesn't understand
men. "

"And the upshot of it all?"

Mur mansk again. Sailing at 0600 to-norrow. "

"What! Agai n? This bunch of wal king zonbi es?" Nicholls was openly incredul ous.
" Wiy, they can't do that, sir 1 They —they just can't!"

They're doing it anyway, ny boy. The U ysses nust—ah —+redeemitself." Brooks
opened his eyes. " Gad the very thought appals nme. |If there's any of that poison
left, ny boy . "

Ni chol I's shoved the depleted bottle back into the cupboard, and jerked a
resentful thunb in the direction of the nassive battleship clearly visible
t hrough the porthole, swinging round her anchor three or four cable-Iengths
away.

" Wiy always us, sir? It's always us. Wiy don't they send that useless floating
barracks out once in a while? Swi nging round that bloody great anchor, nonth in,

Just the point," Brooks interrupted solemmly. " According to the Kapok Kid,
the tremendous weight of enpty condensed nilk cans and herring-in-tomato sauce
tins accunul ated on the ocean bed over the past twelve nonths conpletely defeats
all attenpts to weigh anchor."

Ni cholls didn't seemto hear him
" Week in, week out, nonths and nonths on end, they send the U ysses out. They

change the carriers, they rest the screen destroyers—but never the U ysses.
There's no |let-up. Never, not once. But the Duke of Cunberland—all it's fit for



is sending hulking great brutes of marines on board here to massacre sick men
crippled nmen, nen who've done nore in a week than------ "

" Easy, boy, easy," the Conmmander chided. " You can't call three dead nen and
the bunch of wounded heroes |ying outside there a nassacre. The narines were
only doing their job. As for the Cunberland-—well, you've got to face it. W're
the only ship in the Hone Fleet equipped for carrier command."

Ni cholls drained his glass and regarded his superior officer noodily.

There are tines, sir, when | positively |love the Germans.”

You and Johnson should get together sonetine," Brooks advised. " Od Starr
woul d have you both clapped in irons
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for spreading alarmand . . . Hallo, hallo!" He straightened up in his chair
and | eaned forward. " Observe the old Duke there, Johnny! Yards of washing going

up fromthe flag-deck and matel ots running—actually running—dp to the fo'c'sle
head. Unni stakable signs of activity. By Gad, this is uncomon surprising! Wat
d'ye nmake of it, boy?"

"Probably | earned that they're going on leave," N cholls growed. " Nothing
el se could possibly nake that bunch nove so fast. And who are we to grudge them
the just rewards for their |abours? After so long, so arduous, so dangerous a
spell of duty in Northern waters . "

The first shrill blast of a bugle killed the rest of the sentence
Instinctively, their eyes swung round on the crackling, huming |oudspeaker,
then on each other in sheer, shocked disbelief. And then they were on their
feet, tense, expectant: the heart-stopping urgency of the bugle-call to action
stations never grows dim

" Ch, ny God, no!" Brooks npaned. " Ch, no, no | Not againl Not in Scapa Flow"
" Oh, God, no! Not again—ot in Scapa Flow "

These were the words in the nouths, the minds, the hearts of 727 exhausted
sl eep-haunted, bitter nen that bleak wi nter evening in Scapa Flow. That they
t hought of, and that only could they think of as the scream of the bugle stopped
dead all work on decks and bel ow decks, in engine-roons and boil er-rooms, on
amunition lighters and fuel tenders, in the galleys and in the offices. And
that only could the watch bel ow think of—and that with an even nore poignhant
despair —as the strident blare seared through the bliss of oblivion and brought
t hem back, sick at heart, dazed in mind and stunbling on their feet, to the iron
harshness of reality.

It was, in a strangely indefinite way, a nonent of decision. It was the nonent
that could have broken the U ysses, as a fighting ship, for ever. It was the
nonent that bitter, exhausted nmen, relaxed in the conparative safety of a
| andl ocked anchorage, could have chosen to nake the inevitable stand agai nst
authority, against that wordless, mnindless conpulsion and merciless insistence
which was surely destroying them If ever there was such a nmonent, this was it.



The nonment canme—and passed. It was no nore than a fleeting shadow, a shadow
that flitted lightly across nen's nminds and was gone, lost in the rush of feet
poundi ng to action stations. Perhaps self-preservation was the reason. But
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that was unlikely—the U ysses had |ong since ceased to care. Perhaps it was
just naval discipline, or loyalty to the captain, or what the psychol ogi sts cal
conditioned reflex—you hear the scream of brakes and you inmediately junp for
your life. Or perhaps it was sonething el se again.

What ever it was, the ship—all except the port watch anchor party—-was closed up
in two mnutes. Unaninous in their disbelief that this could be happening to
themin Scapa Flow, men went to their stations silently or vociferously,
according to their nature. They went reluctantly, sullenly, resentfully,
despairingly. But they went.

Rear - Admiral Tyndall went also. He was not one of those who went silently. He
clinmbed blasphenmously up to the bridge, pushed his way through the port gate and
clanbered into his high-legged armchair in the for'ard port corner of the
compass platform He |ooked at Vallery.

"What's the flap, in heaven's nane, Captain?" he demanded testily. "Everything
seens singularly peaceful to ne."

" Don't know yet, sir." Vallery swept worried eyes over the anchorage. " Alarm
signal fromC -in-C., with orders to get under way i mediately."

" Get under way! But why, man, why?"

Val | ery shook his head.

Tyndal | groaned. " It's all a conspiracy, designed to rob old nen |like nyself

of their afternoon sleep,"” he decl ared.

More likely a brainwave of Starr's to shake us up a bit," Turner grunted

"No." Tyndall was decisive. "He wouldn't try that—wouldn't dare. Besides, by
his lights, he's not a vindictive man."

Silence fell, a silence broken only by the patter of sleet and hail, and the
wei rd haunting pinging of the Asdic. Vallery suddenly lifted his binocul ars.

"CGood lord, sir, look at that! The Duke's slipped her anchor!"

There was no doubt about it. The shackl e-pin had been knocked out and the bows
of the great ship were swinging slowy round as it got under way.

" What in the world------ ?" Tyndall broke off and scanned

t he sky. Not a plane, not a paratrooper in sight, no radar reports, no Asdic
contacts, no sign of the German G and Fleet steam ng through the boom----- '

She's signalling us, sir I" It was Bentley speaking, Bentiey,
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the Chief Yeoman of Signals. He paused and went on slowy: "Proceed to our
anchorage at once. Make fast to north buoy.”

" Ask themto confirm"™ Vallery snapped. He took the fo'c' sle phone fromthe
communi cation rating.

" Captain here, Nunber One. How is she? Up and down? Good." He turned to the
officer of the watch. " Sl ow ahead both: Starboard 10." -He |ooked over at
Tyndal | 's corner, brows winkled in question.

"Search me," Tyndall growled. "Could be the latest in parlour games—a sort of
nautical nusical chairs, you know. ... Wit a minute, though! Look! The
Cunberl and—al |l her 5.25's are at maxi mum depression |"

Val l ery's eyes net his.
" No, it can't be! Good God, do you think------ ?"

The blare of the Asdic |oudspeaker, from the cabinet inmediately abaft of the
bri dge, gave him his answer. The voice of Leading Asdic Operator Chrysler was
clear, unhurried.

"Asdi c—bridge. Asdic—bridge. Echo, Red 30. Repeat, Red 30. Strengthening.
Closing."

The captain's incredulity leapt and died in the same second.

"Alert Director Control! Red 30. Al A A guns mexi mum depression. Underwater
target. Torps "—this to Lieutenant Marshall, the Canadi an Torpedo O ficer—
depth charge stations.”

He turned back to Tyndall.
"It can't be, sir—t just can't! A U boat—+ presune it is —+n Scapa Fl ow
| mpossi bl e!'”

" Prien didn't think so," Tyndall grunted.

Pri en?"

Kapi t an- Leut nant Prien—gent who scuppered the Royal Qak."

It couldn't happen again. The new boom defences------ "

"Wul d keep out any nornmal submarines,” Tyndall finished. H's voice dropped to
a nmurnur. " Renenber what we were told |last nonth about our mdget two-man subs—
the chariots? The ones to be taken over to Norway by Norwegi an fishing-boats
operating from the Shetlands. Could be that the Germans have hit on the same
i dea. "

" Could be," Vallery agreed. He nodded sardonically. " Just look at the
Cunber| and go—straight for the boom" He paused for a few seconds, his eyes
specul ative, then |ooked back at Tyndall. " How do you like it, sir?"

" Li ke what, Captain?"
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"Playing Aunt Sally at the fair." Vallery grinned crookedly. " Can't afford to
| ose umpteen million pounds worth of capital ship. So the old Duke hares out to
sea and safety, while we noor near her anchor berth. You can bet Gernman Nava
Intelligence has the bearing of her anchorage down to a couple of inches. These
nm dget subs carry detachable warheads and if there's going to be any fitted
they're going to be fitted to us." *

Tyndal | |ooked at him H's face was expressionless. Asdic reports were
conti nuous, reporting steady bearing to port and closing distances

" OF course, of course,"” the Admral murnured. " W' re the whipping boy. Gad,
it makes nme feel bad!" H's nmouth twisted and he |laughed mrthlessly. " Me? This
is the final straw for the crew. That hellish last trip, the nutiny, the marine
boarding party fromthe Cunberland, action stations in harbour—and now this!

Ri sking our necks for that—that . . ." He broke off, spluttering, swore in
anger, then resuned quietly:

"What are you going to tell the men, Captain? Good CGod, it's fantastic! | feel
like mutiny nyself " He stopped short, |ooked inquiringly past Vallery's
shoul der.

The Captain turned round.
"Yes, Marshall?"

"Excuse ne, sir. This—er—echo." He jerked a thunb over his shoulder. " A sub
sir—possibly a pretty small one?" The transatlantic accent was very heavy.

"Li kel y enough, Marshall. Wy?"

" Just how Ralston and | figured it, sir." He grinned. W have an idea for

dealing with it."

Val l ery | ooked out through the driving sleet, gave helm and engine orders, then
turned back to the Torpedo O ficer. He was coughing heavily, painfully, as he
pointed to the glassed-in anchorage chart.

" If you're thinking of depth-charging our stern off in these shallow waters---
" No, sir. Doubt whether we could get a shall ow enough setting anyway. My idea—

Ral ston's to be correct—+s that we take out the notor-boat and a few 25-1b.
scuttling charges, 18-second fuses and chemical igniters. Not nmuch of a kick

fromthese, | know, but a miniature sub ain't likely to have helluva—er—very
thick hulls. And if the crews are sitting on top of the ruddy things instead of
inside—well, it's curtains for sure. It'll kipper "em™
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Val l ery sm | ed.

" Not bad at all, Mrshall. | think you ve got the answer there. Wat do you
t hi nk, sir?"

"Worth trying, anyway,'’
sitting duck."

" Tyndall agreed. "Better than waiting around |ike a



" CGo ahead then, Torps." Vallery |looked at him quizzically. "Wo are your
expl osi ves experts?”

" | figured on taking Ralston------

" Just what | thought. You're taking nobody, |addie," said Vallery firny.
Can't afford to | ose ny torpedo officer."

Mar shal | | ooked pai ned, then shrugged resignedly.
"The Chief T.GM and Ral ston—he's the senior L.T.O Good nen both."
" Right. Bentley—detail a man to acconpany themin the boat. W'Il signal Asdic

bearings from here. Have himtake a portable Aldis with him" He dropped his
voi ce. " Marshall?"

"Sir?"

" Ral ston's young brother died in hospital this afternoon.” He |ooked across at
the Leading Torpedo Operator, a tall, blond, unsmling figure dressed in faded
blue overalls beneath his duffel. "Does he know yet?"

The Torpedo O ficer stared at Vallery, then |ooked round slowy at the L. T.Q
He swore, softly, bitterly, fluently.

" Marshall!" Vallery's voice was sharp, inperative, but Mrshall ignored him
his face a nmask, oblivious alike to the reprimand in the Captain's voice and the
| ashing bite of the sleet.

" No, sir," he stated at length, " he doesn't know But he did receive sone
news this norning. Croydon was pasted |ast week. H's nother and three sisters
live there—+ived there. It was a land-mne, sir—there was nothing left." He
turned abruptly and left the bridge.

Fifteen mnutes later it was all over. The starboard whal er and the notor-boat
on the port side hit the water with the Uysses still noving up to the nooring
The whal er, buoy-junper aboard, made for the buoy, while the notor-boat slid off
at a tangent

Four hundred yards away fromthe ship, in obedience to the flickering
instructions fromthe bridge, Ralston fished out a pair of pliers fromhis
overalls and crinped the chemical fuse. The Gunner's Mate stared fixedly at his
stop-watch. On the count of twelve the scuttling charge went over the side
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Three nore, at different settings, followed it in close succession, while the
.nmotor-boat cruised in a tight circle. The first three explosions lifted the
stern and jarred the entire length of the boat, viciously—and that was all. But
with the fourth, a great gout of air cane gushing to the surface, followed by a
| ong stream of viscous bubbles. As the turbul ence subsided, a thin slick of oi
spread over a hundred square yards of sea.

Men, fallen out from Action Stations, watched with expressionless faces as the
not or-boat made it back to the U ysses and hooked on to the falls just in tine:



the Hotch-kiss steering-gear was badly twi sted and she was taking in water fast
under the counter.

The Duke of Cunberl and was a snudge of snoke over a far headl and.

Cap in hand, Ralston sat down opposite the Captain. Val-lery |ooked at himfor
a long tinme in silence. He wondered what to say, how best to say it. He hated to
have to do this.

Richard Vallery also hated war. He always had hated it and he cursed the day it
had dragged him out of his confortable retirement. At |east, ** dragged " was
how he put it; only Tyndall knew that he had volunteered his services to the
Admiralty on 1st Septenber, 1939, and had had them gladly accepted

But he hated war. Not because it interfered with his lifelong passion for nusic
and literature, on both of which he was a considerable authority, not even
because it was a perpetual affront to his asstheticism to his sense of
Ti ghtness and fitness. He hated it because he was a deeply religious man,
because it grieved himto see in nmankind the wild beasts of the prineval jungle,
because he thought the cross of life was already burden enough wi thout the
gratuitous infliction of the nmental and physical agony of war, and, above all
because he saw war all too clearly as the wild and insensate folly it was, as a
madness of the mind that settled nothing, proved nothi ng—except the old, old
truth that God was on the side of the big battalions.

But sone things he had to do, and Vallery had clearly seen that this war had to
be his also. And so he had cone back to the service, and had grown ol der as the
bitter years passed, older and frailer, and nore kindly and tol erant and
under st andi ng. Anmong Naval Captains, indeed anbng nen, he was unique. In his
charity, in his humlity, Captain Richard Val-
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lery wal ked alone. It was a neasure of the man s greatness that this thought
never occurred to him

He sighed. Al that troubled himjust now was what he ought to say to Ral ston
But it was Ral ston who spoke first.

" It's all right, sir."” The voice was a |evel nonotone, the face very still.
I know. The Torpedo Officer told ne."

Vall ery cleared his throat.

"Wbrds are usel ess, Ralston, quite useless. Your young brother—and your famly
at hone. Al gone. I'msorry, nmy boy, terribly sorry about it all." He |ooked up
into the expressionless face and smled wyly. " O maybe you think that these
are all words—you know, sonething formal, just a neaningless fornula."

Suddenly, surprisingly, Ralston smiled briefly.

" No, sir, | don't. | can appreciate how you feel, sir. You see, ny father—
well, he's a captain too. He tells nme he feels the sane way."

Val l ery | ooked at himin astonishnent.

Your father, Ralston? Did you say------



Yes, sir." Vallery could have sworn to a flicker of anusement in the blue
eyes, SO quiet, so self-possessed, across the table. " In the Merchant Navy,
sir—a tanker captai n— 16,000 tons."

Val l ery said nothing. Ralston went on quietly:

"And about Billy, sir—ay young brother. It's—+t's just one of these things.

It's nobody's fault but mne—+ asked to have himaboard here. I'mto blanme, sir—
only me." His | ean brown hands were round the brimof his hat, twisting it,
crushing it. How much worse will it be when the shattering inpact of the double

bl ow wears off, Vallery wondered, when the poor kid begins to think straight
agai n?

" Look, ny boy, | think you need a few days' rest, tine to think things over."
God, Vallery thought, what an inadequate, what a futile thing to say. " P.R QO
is making out your travelling warrant just now. You will start fourteen days'

| eave as from to-night."

"Where is the warrant made out for, sir?" The hat was crushed now, crunpled
bet ween the hands. "Croydon?"

O course. \Were else------ Val | ery stopped dead; the

enormty of the blunder had just hit him

Forgive me, ny boy. Wiat a damably stupid thing to say!"

Don't send nme away, sir," Ralston pleaded quietly. "
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know it sounds—well, it sounds corny, self-pitying, but the truth is |I've
nowhere to go. | belong here—en the Uysses. | can do things all the tune—+'m

busy—wor ki ng, sl eeping—+ don't have to talk about things—+ can do things . . .
The sel f-possession was only the thinnest veneer, taut and frangible, with the
qui et desperation i mediately bel ow

" 1 can get a chance to help pay 'em back," Ralston hurried on. " Like crinping
these fuses to-day—+t—well, it was a privilege. It was nore than that—+t was—eh,
| don't know | can't find the words, sir."

Val lery knew. He felt sad, tired, defenceless. Wat could he offer this boy in
place of this hate, this very human, consunming flane of revenge? Nothing, he
knew, nothing that Ralston woul dn't despise, wouldn't laugh at. This was not the
time for pious platitudes. He sighed again, nore heavily this tine.

"Of course you shall remain, Ralston. Go down to the Police Office and tell
themto tear up your warrant. If | can be of any help to you at any tinme-----

"I understand, sir. Thank you very nuch. Good night, sir."
" ©Good night, ny boy."

The door closed softly behind him



CHAPTER TWD
MONDAY MORNI NG

" CLOSE ALL water-tight doors and scuttles. Hands to stations for |eaving
harbour." Inpersonally, inexorably, the nmetallic voice of the broadcast system
reached into every farthest corner of the ship.

And from every corner of the ship nen cane in answer to the call. They were
cold men, shivering involuntarily in the icy north wind, sweating pungently as
the heavy falling snow drifted under collars and cuffs, as nunbed hands stuck to
frozen ropes and netal. They were tired nen, for fuelling, provisioning and
amruni tioning had gone on far into the niddle watch: few had had nore than three
hours' sl eep.

And they were still angry, hostile nen. Orders were obeyed, to be sure, with
the nechanical efficiency of a highly-trained ship' s conpany; but obedi ence was
surly, acqui escence re-
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sentful, and insolence lay ever close beneath the surface. But Divisiona
Oficers and N.C. O s handled the nmen with velvet gloves: Vallery had been
enphati c about that.

Il1logically enough, the highest pitch of resentnment had not been caused by the
Cunberland's prudent withdrawal. It had been produced the previous evening by
the routine broadcast. " Miil will close at 2000 to-night." Mil! Those who
weren't working non-stop round the clock were sleeping |ike the dead with
neither the heart nor the will even to think of witing. Leading Seaman Doyl e,
the doyen of " B " ness-deck and a venerabl e three-badger (thirteen years
undi scovered crine, as he nodestly explained his good-conduct stripes) had
sumed up the matter succinctly: "If my old Mssus was Helen of Troy and Jane
Russell rolled into one —and all you bl okes wot have seen the old dear's photo
know that the very idea's a shocking libel on either of them |adies—I stil
woul dn't send her even a bleedin' postcard. You gotta draw a |ine sonewhere. M,
for ny scratcher.” Wereupon he had dragged his hamock from the rack, slung it
with mllinmetric accuracy beneath a hot-air |ouvre—seniority carries its
privileges—and was asleep in two mnutes. To a nan, the port watch did |ikew se:
the mail bag had gone ashore al nbst enpty.

At 0600, exactly to the mnute, the Uysses slipped her noorings and steaned
slowy towards the boom In the grey half-1ight, under |eaden, |owering clouds,
she slid across the anchorage |like an insubstantial ghost, nmore often than not
hal f - hi dden from vi ew under sudden, heavy flurries of snow

Even in the relatively clear spells, she was difficult to |ocate. She |acked
solidity, substance, definition of outline. She had a curious air of
i npennanence, of volatility. An illusion, of course, but an illusion that
accorded well with a | egend—for a |egend the U ysses had becone in her own brief
lifetime. She was known and cherished by nerchant seanen, by the nen who sail ed
the bitter seas of the North, from St. John's to Archangel, from the Shetl ands
to Jan Mayen, from Greenland to far reaches of Spitsbergen, renote on the edge
of the world. Were there was danger, where there was death, there you m ght
ook to find the Uysses, materialising waith-l1ike from a fog-bank, or just



m racul ously, being there when the bleak twilight of an Arctic dawn brought with
it only the threat, at tines alnbst the certainty, of never seeing the next.

A ghost-ship, alnpst, a |legend. The U ysses was al so a young ship, but she had
grown old in the Russian Convoys
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and on the Arctic patrols. She had been there from the beginning, and had known
no other life. At first she had operated al one, escorting single ships or groups
of two or three: later, she had operated with corvettes and frigates, and now
she never noved w thout her squadron, the 14th Escort Carrier group.

But the U ysses had never really sailed alone. Death had been, still was, her
constant conpanion. He laid his ringer on a tanker, and there was the erupting
hell of a high-octane detonation; on a cargo liner, and she went to the bottom
with her load of war supplies, her back broken by a German torpedo; on a
destroyer, and she knifed her way into the grey-black depths of the Barents Sea,
her still-racing engi nes her own executioners; on a U boat, and she surfaced
violently to be destroyed by gunfire, or slid dowm gently to the bottom of the
sea, the dazed, shocked crew hoping for a cracked pressure hull and mercifu
i nstant extinction, dreading the endl ess gasping agony of suffocation in their
iron tonb on the ocean floor. Wiere the Uysses went, there also went death. But
death never touched her. She was a |ucky ship. A lucky ship and a ghost ship and
the Arctic was her hone.

[Ilusion, of course, this ghostliness, but a calculated illusion. The U ysses
was designed specifically for one task, for one ocean, and the canpufl age
experts had done a marvellous job. The special Arctic canouflage, the broken
slanting diagonals of grey and white and washed-out blues nerged beautifully,

i mperceptibly into the infinite shades of grey and white, the cold, bleak
gri mess of the barren northern seas.

And the canouflage was only the outward, the superficial indication of her
fitness for the north.

Technically, the Uysses was a light cruiser. She was the only one of her kind
a 5,500-ton nodification of the fanbus Dido type, a forerunner of the Bl ack
Prince class. Five hundred and ten feet long, narrow in her fifty-foot beamwth
a raked stem square cruiser stern and long fo'c'sle deck extending well abaft
the bridge—a distance of over two hundred feet, she |ooked and was a |ean, fast
and conpact warshi p, dangerous and durabl e.
44Locate: engage: destroy." These are the classic requirenents of a naval ship
in wartine, and to do each, and to do it w th maxi mum speed and efficiency, the
U ysses was superbly equi pped.

Location, for instance. The human el ement, of course, was indi spensable, and
Vallery was far too experienced and battl e-
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Wi se a captain to underestimate the value of the unceasing vigil of |ook-outs
and signal nen. The human eye was not subject to blackouts, technical hitches or
nmechani cal breakdowns. Radio reports, too, had their place and Asdic, of course,
was the only defence agai nst subnari nes.



But the U ysses's greatest strength in location |lay el sewhere. She was the
first conpletely equipped radar ship in the world. N ght and day, the radar
scanners atop the fore and main tripod masts swept ceaselessly in a 360&deg
arc, conbing the far horizons, searching, searching. Below, in the radar rooms—
eight in all—and in the Fighter Direction roons, trained eyes, alive to the
slightest abnormality, never left the glowing screens. The radar's efficiency
and range were alike fantastic. The nmkers, optimstically, as they had thought,
had clained a 40-45 nmile operating range for their equiprment. On the U ysses's
first trials after her refit for its installation, the radar had |ocated a
Condor, subsequently destroyed by a Blenheim at a range of eighty-five mles.

Engage—that was the next step. Sonetines the eneny cane to you, nore often you
had to go after him And then, one thing alone mattered—speed.

The U ysses was trenmendously fast. Quadruple screws powered by four great

Par sons single-reduction geared turbines—+two in the for'ard, two in the after
engi ne-room—devel oped an unbel i evabl e horse-power that nmany a battleship, by no
nmeans obsolete, could not match. Oficially, she was rated at 33.5 knots. Of
Arraa, in her full-power trials, bows lifting out of the water, stern dug in

i ke a hydroplane, vibrating in every dyde-built rivet, and with the tortured,
seething water boiling whitely ten feet above the level of the poop-deck, she
had covered the measured mile at an incredible 39.2 knots—the nautica

equi val ent of 45 mp.h. And the " Dude "—Engi neer- Commander Dobson—had smiled
knowi ngly, said he wasn't half trying and just wait till the Abdiel or the
Manxnman cane al ong, and he'd show t hem sonmething. But as these fanpbus m ne-
laying cruisers were widely believed to be capable of 44 knots, the wardroom had
nerely sniffed ** Professional jealousy " and ignored him Secretly, they were
as proud of the great engines as Dobson hinself.

Locate, engage—and destroy. Destruction. That was the be-all, the end-all. Lay
the enemy along the sights and destroy him The U ysses was well equipped for
t hat al so.

She had four twin gun-turrets, tw for'ard, two aft, 5.25 quick-firing and
dual - pur pose—equal |y effective agai nst sur-
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face targets and aircraft. These were controlled fromthe Director Towers, the
main one for'ard, just above and abaft of the bridge, the auxiliary aft. From
these towers, all essential data about bearing, w nd-speed, drift, range, own
speed, eneny speed, respective angles of course were fed to the giant electronic
conputing tables in the Transmitting Station, the fighting heart of the ship
situated, curiously enough, in the very bowels of the U ysses, deep below the
wat er-line, and thence automatically to the turrets as two sinple factors—
el evation and training. The turrets, of course, could also fight independently.

These were the main armanent. The remmining guns were purely AA. —the batteries
of multiple pompons, firing two-pounders in rapid succession, not particularly
accurate but producing a blanket curtain sufficient to daunt any eneny pilot,
and isolated clusters of twin Cerlikons, high-precision, high-velocity weapons,
vi ci ous and deadly in trained hands.

Finally, the Uysses carried her depth-charges and torpedoes —36 charges only,
a negligible nunber conpared to that carried by nany corvettes and destroyers,
and the nmaxi mum nunber that could be dropped in one pattern was six. But one
dept h-charge carries 450 |ethal pounds of Amatol, and the U ysses had destroyed



two U-boats during the preceding winter. The 21-inch torpedoes, each with its
750- pound warhead of T.N.T., lay sleek and nenacing, in the triple tubes on the
mai n deck, one set on either side of the after funnel. These had not yet been
bl ooded.

This, then, was the U ysses. The conplete, the perfect fighting nmachine, man's
ultimate, so far, in his attenmpt to weld science and savagery into an instrument
of destruction. The perfect fighting machi ne—but only so long as it was manned
and serviced by a perfectly-integrating, snoothly-functioning team A ship—any
shi p—ean never be better than its crew. And the crew of the U ysses was
di sintegrating, breaking up: the Iid was clanped on the vol cano, but the
rumbl i ngs never ceased.

The first signs of further trouble cane within three hours of clearing harbour.
As al ways, m nesweepers swept the channel ahead of them but, as always, Vallery
I eft nothing to chance. It was one of the reasons why he—and the U ysses —had
survived thus far. At 0620 he streaned paravanes—the slender, torpedo-shaped
bodi es which angled out from the bows, one on either side, on special paravane
wire. In theory,

36

the wires connecting mnes to their noorings on the floor of the sea were

defl ected away from the ship, guided out to the paravanes thenselves and severed
by cutters: the mnes would then float to the top to be exploded or sunk by
smal | arns.

At 0900, Vallery ordered the paravanes to be recovered. The U ysses sl owed
down. The First Lieutenant, Lieutenant-Comrander Carrington, went to the
fo'c'sle to supervise operations: seamen, w nch drivers, and the Subs, in charge
of either side closed up to their respective stations.

Quickly, the recovery boons were freed from their angled crutches, just abaft
the port and starboard lights, swung out and rigged with recovery wres.

| medi ately, the three-ton winches on " B " gun-deck took the strain, snoothly,
powerfully ; the paravanes cleared the water

Then it happened. It was A B. Ferry's fault that it happened. And it was just
ill-luck that the port wi nch was suspect, operating on a power circuit with a
defective breaker, just ill-luck that Ralston was the wi nch-driver, a taciturn
bitter-nouthed Ralston to whom just then, nothing mattered a damm, |east of al
what he said and did. But it was Cars-lake's responsibility that the affair
devel oped into what it did.

Sub- Li eut enant Carsl ake's presence there, on top of the Carley floats'
directing the handling of the port wire, represented the culnmination of a series
of mstakes. A mistake on the part of his father, Rear-Adnmiral, R d., who had
seen in his son a man of his own calibre, had dragged him out of Canbridge in
1939 at the advanced age of twenty-six and practically forced himinto the Navy:
a weakness on the part of his first C O, a corvette captain who had known his
father and recomended him as a candidate for a conmission: a rare error of
judgnent on the part of the selection board of the King Al fred, who had granted
him his commission ; and a tenporary |lapse on the part of the Commander, who had
assigned himto this duty, in spite of Carslake's known inconpetence and
inability to handl e nen.



He had the face of an overbred racehorse, long, |ean and narrow, w th prom nent
pal e-bl ue eyes and protrudi ng upper teeth. Below his scanty fair hair, his
eyebrows were arched in a perpetual question mark: beneath the |ong, pointed
nose, the supercilious curl of the upper lip forned the perfect conplenent to
the eyebrows. Hi s speech was a shocking caricature of the King's English: his
short vowels were long, his long ones interm nable: his grammar was frequently
exec-
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rable. He resented the Navy, he resented his |ong overdue pronotion to
Li eutenant, he resented the way the nen resented him In brief, Sub-Lieutenant
Car sl ake was the quintessence of the worst by-product of the English public-
school system Vain, superior, uncouth and ill-educated, he was a conplete ass.

He was naking an ass of himself now. Striving to maintain balance on the rafts
feet dramatically braced at a wi de angle, he shouted unceasing, unnecessary
conmands at his nmen. C.P.O Hartley groaned aloud, but kept otherw se silent in
the interests of discipline. But A.B. Ferry felt hinmself under no such
restraints.

" "Ark at his Lordship,” he nurnmured to Ralston. " All for the Skipper's
benefit." He nodded at where Vallery was |eaning over the bridge, twenty feet
above Carslake's head. " |Inpresses himno end, so his nibs reckons."

" Just you forget about Carslake and keep your eyes on that wire," Ralston
advi sed. And take these damed great gloves off. One of these days------ "

"Yes, yes, | know," Ferry jeered. "The wire's going to snag 'em and wap ne
round the drum"” He fed in the hawser expertly. " Don't you worry, chum it's
never going to happen to ne."

But it did. It happened just then. Ralston, watching the sw nging paravane
closely, flicked a glance inboard. He saw the broken strand inches from Ferry,
saw it hook viciously into the gloved hand and drag him towards the spinning
drum before Ferry had a chance to cry out.

Ral ston's reaction was i medi ate. The foot-brake was only six inches away—but
that was too far. Savagely he spun the control wheel, full ahead to full reverse
in a split second. Sinultaneously with Ferry's cry of pain as his forearm
crushed against the lip of the drum canme a nuffled explosion and clouds of acrid
snoke from the winch as &pound; 500 worth of electric notor burnt out in a
searing flash.

Imrediately the wire began to run out again, accelerating nmonmentarily under the
dead wei ght of the plunging paravane. Ferry went with it. Twenty feet fromthe
wi nch the wire passed through a snatch-block on the deck: if Ferry was |ucky, he
m ght | ose only his hand.

He was less than four feet away when Ralston's foot stanped viciously on the
brake. The racing drum screaned to a shuddering stop, the paravane crashed down
into the sea
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and the wire, weightless now, swing idly to the rolling of the ship.



Carsl ake scranmbled down off the Carley, his sallow face suffused with anger. He
strode up to Ral ston.

"You bloody fool!"™ he nouthed furiously. "You' ve |lost us that paravane. By God
L.T.O, you'd better explain yourself! Wi the hell gave you orders to do
anyt hi ng?"

Ral ston's nouth tightened, but he spoke civilly enough.

"Sorry, sir. Couldn't help it—+t had to be done. Ferry's arm-----
" To hell with Ferry's arml" Carslake was al nost screaming with rage. " I'min
charge here—and | give the orders. Look! Look!"™ He pointed to the swi nging wre.
" Your work, Ralston, you—you blundering idiot! It's gone, gone, do you
under st and, gone!"

Ral st on | ooked over the side with an air of l|arge surprise

" Well, now, so it is." The eyes were bleak, the tone provocative, as he | ooked
back at Carslake and patted the winch. "And don't forget this—+t's gone too, and
it costs a ruddy sight nmore than any paravane.™

" | don't want any of your dammed inpertinence!" Cars-|lake shouted. Hi s nouth
was working, his voice shaking with passion. " Wuat you need is to have sone
di sci pline knocked into you and, by God, |I'm going to see you get it, you
i nsol ent young bastard!"

Ral ston flushed darkly. He took one quick step forward, his fist balled, then
rel axed heavily as the powerful hands of C. P.O Hartley caught his sw nging arm
But the damage was done now. There was nothing for it but the bridge.

Vallery listened calmy, patiently, as Carslake made his outraged report. He
felt far frompatient. God only knew, he thought wearily, he had nore than
enough to cope with already. But the unruffled professional mask of detachnent
gave no hint of his feelings.

"I's this true, Ralston?" he asked quietly, as Carslake finished his tirade. "
You di sobeyed orders, swore at the Lieutenant and insulted hinP"

It's not true." He

" No, sir." Ralston sounded as weary as the Captain felt.
| ooked at Carslake, his face expressionless, then turned back to the Captain.

| didn't disobey orders—there were none. Chief Petty O ficer Hartley knows
that." He nodded at the burly inmpassive figure who had acconpanied themto the
bridge. " | didn't swear at him |
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hate to sound like a sea-lawyer, sir, but there are plenty of w tnesses that
Sub- Li eut enant Carsl ake swore at ne-several tines. And if | insulted hinf—he
snled faintly—it was pure self-defence."

" This is no place for levity, Ralston." Vallery's voice was cold. He was
puzzl ed—the boy baffled him The bitterness, the brittle conposure—he could
understand these; but not the flickering humour. " As it happens, | saw the
entire incident. Your pronptness, your resource, saved that rating's arm
possibly even his |ife—and against that a. |ost paravane and wecked w nch are
not hing." Carslake whitened at the inplied rebuke. " |I'm grateful for that—hank



you. As for the rest, Commander's Defaulters to-morrow norning. Carry on
Ral ston. "

Ral ston conpressed his lips, |ooked at Vallery for a | ong nonent, then sal uted
abruptly and left the bridge.

Car sl ake turned round appealingly.

" Captain, sir . . ." He stopped at the sight of Vallery's upraised hand
" Not now, Carslake. W'Il discuss it later.” He made no attenpt to conceal the
dislike in his voice. " You may carry on, Lieutenant. Hartley—a word with you."

Hartl ey stepped forward. Forty-four years old, CP.O Hartley was the Roya
Navy at its best. Very tough, very kindly and very conpetent, he enjoyed the
admration of all, ranging fromthe vast awe of the youngest Odinary Seaman to
the warm respect of the Captain hinself. They had been together from the
begi nni ng.

" Well, Chief, let's have it. Between ourselves."
" Nothing to it really, sir."” Hartley shrugged. " Ralston did a fine job. Sub-
Li eutenant Carslake lost his head. Maybe Ralston was a bit sassy, but he was
provoked. He's only a kid, but he's a professional -and he doesn't |ike being
pushed around by amateurs." Hartley paused and | ooked up at the sky. "
Especially bungling amateurs."

Vallery snothered a snile
"Could that be interpreted as—er—a criticism Chief?"

" | suppose so, sir." He nodded forward. MA few ruffled feathers down there,
sir. Men are pretty sore about this. Shall [|----- ?"

" Thanks, Chief. Play it down as nuch as possible."

When Hartley had gone, Vallery turned to Tyndall. "Wll, you heard it, sir?
Anot her straw in the wind."
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"A straw?" Tyndall was acid. "Hundreds of straws. Mre |like a bloody great
cornstack. . . . Find out who was outside ny door |ast night?"

During the nmiddle watch, Tyndall had heard an unusual scraping noi se outside
the wardroom entry to his day cabin, had gone to investigate hinself: in his
hurry to reach the door, he'd knocked a chair over, and seconds |ater he had
heard a clatter and the patter of running feet in the passage outside; but, when
he had thrown the door open, the passage had been enpty. Nothing there, nothing
at all—except a file on the deck, below the case of Navy Colt .445s; the chain
on the trigger guards was al nost through. Vallery shook his head.

"No idea at all, sir." Hs face was heavy with worry. " Bad, really bad."

Tyndal | shivered in an icy flurry. He grinned crookedly. "Real Captain Teach
stuff, eh? Pistols and cutl asses and bl ack eye-patches, stornming the bridge .
." Vallery shook his head inpatiently. " No, not that. You know it, sir.



Defi ance, maybe, but—well, no nore. The point is, a marine is on guard at the
keyboard—ust round the corner of that passage. N ght and

day. Bound to have seen him He denies----- "

" The rot has gone that far?" Tyndall whistled softly. " A black day, Captain.
What does our fire-eating young Captain of Marines say to that?"

" Foster? Pooh-poohs the very idea—and just about twists the ends of his
noust ache off. Wrried to hell. So's Evans, his Col our-Sergeant."

" So amI!" said Tyndall feelingly. He glared into space. The Oficer of the
Wat ch, who happened to be in his direct Iine of vision, shifted unconfortably. "
Wonder what old Socrates thinks of it all, now? Maybe only a pill-roller, but
the wi sest head we've got. . . . Wll, speak of the devil!"

The gate had just swung open, and a burly, unhappy-I|ooking figure, duffel-
coated, oilskinned and weari ng a Russi an beaverskin hel net—the total effect was
of an elderly grizzly bear caught in a thunderstorm-shuffled across the duck-
boards of the bridge. He brought up facing the Kent screen —an inset, circular
sheet of glass which revolved at high speed and offered a clear view hi all
weat her conditions—rain, hail, snow For half a mnute he peered mserably
through this and obviously didn't |ike what he saw.
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He sniffed loudly and turned away, beating his arns against the cold

"Ha! A deck officer on the bridge of HM Cruisers. The romance, the gl anour!
Hal * He hunched his oil skinned shoul ders, and | ooked nore miserable than ever.

No place this for a civilised man |ike nyself. But you know how it is,
gentl emen—the clarion call of duty. . . ." Tyndall chuckled

"Gve himplenty of time, Captain. Slow starters, these nedics, you know, but--

Brooks cut in, voice and face suddenly serious.
" Sonme nore trouble, Captain. Couldn't tell it over the phone. Don't know how
much it's worth.”

"Troubl e?" Vallery broke off, coughed harshly into his handkerchief. "Sorry,"
he apol ogi sed. "Trouble? There's nothing else, old chap. Just had sone
oursel ves. "

"That bunptious young fool, Carslake? Ch, | know all right. My spies are
everywhere. Bloke's a bloody nenace. . . . However, ny story.

" Young N cholls was doing sonme path, work late last night in the di spensary—en
T.B. specinens. Two, three hours in there. Lights out in the bay, and the
patients either didn't know or had forgotten he was there. Heard Stoker Riley—a
real trouble-naker, that Riley—and the others planning a | ocked-door, sit-down
strike in the boiler-roomwhen they return to duty. A sit-down strike in a
boil er-room Good lord, it's fantastic! Anyway, N cholls let it slide—pretended
he hadn't heard."



" What!" Vallery's voice was sharp, edged with anger. " And Nicholls ignored
it, didn't report it to ne! Happened |last night, you say. Wiy wasn't | told—
i medi atel y? Get Nicholls up here—aow. No, never mind." He reached out to pick
up the bridge phone. " I'lIl get himnyself."

Brooks laid a gauntieted hand on Vallery's arm

"1 wouldn't do that, sir. Nicholls is a smart boy—very smart indeed. He knew
that if he let the nen know they had been overheard, they would know that he
nmust report it to you. And then you' d have been bound to take acti on—and open
provocation of trouble is the last thing you want. You said so yourself in the
war droom | ast night."

Val l ery hesitated. "
different. It could be a focal point for spreading the idea to------

Yes, yes, of course | said that, but—WlI, Doc., this is

“ 1 told you, sir," Brooks interrupted softly. Johnny
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Nicholls is a very smart boy. He's got a big notice, in huge red letters,
outside the Sick Bay door: 'Keep clear: Suspected scarlet fever infection.'
Kills me to watch 'em Everybody avoids the place |ike the plague. Not a hope of
conmuni cating with their pals in the Stokers' Mess."

Tyndal | guffawed at him and even Vallery smiled slightly.
"Sounds fine, Doc. Still, | should have been told |ast night."

" Wiy should you be woken up and told every little thing in the nmddle of the
ni ght ?* Brooks's voice was brusque. " Sheer selfishness on ny part, but what of
it? Wien things get bad, you damm' well carry this ship on your back—and when
we've all got to depend on you, we can't afford to have you anything |ess than
as fit as possible. Agreed, Admiral ?"

Tyndal | nodded solemly. "Agreed, O Socrates. A very conplicated way of saying
that you wish the Captain to have a good night's sleep. But agreed.”

Brooks grinned amably. " Well, that's all, gentlenen. See you all at the
court-martial + hope." He cocked a jaundiced eye over a shoulder, into the
thi ckening snow. " Wn't the Med. be wonderful, gentlenen?" He sighed and slid
effortlessly into his native Galway brogue. " Mlta in the spring. The beach at
Sliema—wM the white houses behi nd—where we picnicked, a hundred years ago. The
soft winds, ne darlin' boys, the warm wi nds, the blue skies and Chianti under a
striped unbrella------

"OfFfl" Tyndall roared. "Get off this bridge, Brooks, or 111------ "

" 1'"mgone already," said Brooks. " A sit-down strike in the boiler-room Ha!
First tiling you know, there'll be a rash of male suffragettes chaining
thenselves to the guard-rails |I" The gate clanged shut behind him

Vallery turned to the Adnmiral, his face grave.

" Looks as -if you were right about that constack, sir.

Tyndal | grunted, non-conmittally.



" Maybe. Trouble is, the nen have nothing to do right now except brood and
curse and feel bitter about everything. Later on it'll be all right—perhaps.”

"When we get —ah—busier, you nean?"
" Mm Wen you're fighting for your life, to keep the ship afloat—well, you
haven't nuch tinme for plots and pondering over the injustices of fate. Self-
preservation is still the first law of nature. . . . Speaking to the nmen to-
ni ght Captai n?"
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** Usual routine broadcast, yes. In the first dog, when we're all closed up to
dusk action stations." Vallery smiled briefly. " Mke sure that they're all
awake. "

" Good. Lay it on, thick and heavy. Gve "emplenty to think about—and, if I'm
any judge of Vincent Starr's hints, we're going to have plenty to think about
this trip. I1t'll keep 'em occupied."”

Val l ery | aughed. The |augh transforned his thin sensitive face. He seened
genui nely anused

Tyndall lifted an interrogatory eyebrow. Vallery smled back at him

" Just passing thoughts, sir. As Spencer Faggot would have said, things have
cone to a pretty pass. . . . Things are bad indeed, when only the eneny can save
us."

CHAPTER THREE
MONDAY  AFTERNCON

ALL DAY long the wind blew steadily out of the nor'-nor'-west. A strong w nd,
and blowing stronger. A cold wind, a sharp wind full of little knives, it
carried with it snow and ice and the strange dead snell born of the forgotten
ice-caps that lie beyond the Barrier. It wasn't a gusty, blow wind. It was a
settled, steady kind of wind, and it stayed fine on the starboard bow from dawn
to dusk. Slowy, stealthily, it was lifting a swell. Men |ike Carrington, who
knew every sea and port in the world, like Vallery and Hartley, |ooked at it and
were troubled and said nothing.

The nercury crept down and the snow lay where it fell. The tripods and yardarns
were great, glistening Xmas trees, festooned with woolly stays and halliards. On
the mai nmast, a brown snear appeared now and then, daubed on by a w sp of snoke
fromthe after funnel, felt rather than seen: in a nmonent, it would vanish. The
snow lay on the deck and drifted. It softened the anchor-cables on the fo'c'sle
deck into great, fluffy ropes of cotton-wool, and drifted high against the
breakwat er before " A" turret. It piled up against the turrets and
superstructure, swi shed silently into the bridge and lay there slushily
underfoot. It blocked the great eyes of the Director's range-finder, it crept
unseen al ong passages, it sifted soundl essly down hatches. It sought out the
tiniest
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unprotected chink in nmetal and wood, and made the mess-decks dank and cl anmy
and unconfortable: it defied gravity and slid effortlessly up trouser |egs, up
under the skirts of coats and oil skins, up under duffel hoods, and made nen
thoroughly miserable. A miserable world, a wet world, but always and
predom nately a white world of softness and beauty and strangely nuffled sound.
Al day long it fell, this snow, fell steadily and persistently, and the U ysses
slid on silently through the swell, a ghost ship in a ghost world

But not alone in her world. She never was, these days. She had conpani onship, a
wel come, reassuring conpani onship, the conpany of the 14th Aircraft Squadron, a
t ough, experienced and battl e-hardened escort group, al nost as | egendary now as
that fabul ous Force 8, which had lately noved South to take over that other
sui cide run, the Malta convoys.

Li ke the U ysses, the squadron steaned NNW all day long. There were no dog-
| egs, no standard course alterations. Tyn-dall abhorred the zig-zag, and, except
on actual convoy and then only in known U boat waters, rarely used it. He
bel i eved—as many captains did—that the zig-zag was a greater potential source of
danger than the enemy. He had seen the Curayoa, 4,200 tons of cockl e-shel
cruiser, swinging on a routine zig-zag, being tranpled into the grey depths of
the Atlantic under the mighty forefoot of the Queen Mary. He never spoke of it,
but the nenory stayed with him

The U ysses was in her usual position—the position dictated by her role of
Squadron flagshi p—as nearly as possible in the centre of the thirteen warships.

Dead ahead steamed the cruiser Stirling. An old Cardiff class cruiser, she was
a solid reliable ship, many years ol der and many knots slower than the U ysses
adequately arned with five single six-inch guns, but hardly built to hamrer her
way through the Arctic gales: in heavy seas, her wetness was proverbial. Her
primary role was squadron defence: her secondary, to take over the squadron if
the flagship were crippled or sunk

The carriers—Defender, Invader, Westler and Blue Ranger —were in position to
port and starboard, the Defender and Westler slightly ahead of the U ysses, the
others slighfly astern. It seened de rigeur for these escort carriers to have
nanes ending in -er and the fact that the Navy already had a Westler—a Force 8
destroyer (and a Defender, which had been sunk sonme tine previously off Tobrak)—
was blithely ignored. These were not the 35,6000-ton giants of the regular
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fl eet—ships like the Indefatigable and the IIlustrious—but 15-20,000 ton
auxiliary carriers, irreverently known as banana boats. They were converted
mer chant men, Anerican-built: these had been fitted out at Pascagoul a,

M ssi ssi ppi, and sailed across the Atlantic by mxed British-Anmerican crews.

They were capabl e of eighteen knots, a relatively high speed for a single-screw
shi p—the Westler had two screws—but sonme of them had as many as four Busch-
Sul zer Diesels geared to the one shaft. Their painfully rectangular flight-
decks, 450 feet in length, were built up above the open fo'c'sle —ene could see
right under the flight-deck for'ard of the bridge—and flew off about thirty
fi ghters—&rumans, Sea-fires or, npst often, Corsairs—er twenty |ight bonbers.
They were odd craft, awkward, ungainly and singularly unwarlike; but over the
nont hs they had done a magnificent job of providing unbrella cover against air
attack, of locating and destroying eneny ships and subnmarines: their record of



kills, above, on and below the water was inpressive and frequently disbelieved
by the Admiralty.

Nor was the destroyer screen calculated to inspire confidence anong the naval
strategists at Whitehall. It was a weird hodge-podge, and the term" destroyer
was a purely courtesy one.

One, the Nairn, was a River class frigate of 1,500 tons: another, the Eager,
was a Fleet Mnesweeper, and a third, the Gannet, better known as Huntley and
Pal mer, was a rather elderly and very tired Kingfisher corvette, supposedly
restricted to coastal duties only. There was no esoteric nystery as to the
origin of her nickname—a gl ance at her silhouette against the sunset was enough
Doubt | ess her designer had worked within Admiralty specifications: even so, he
must have had an of f day.

The Vectra and the Viking were twin-screwed, nodified " V' and " W destroyers,
in the superannuated class now, |acking in speed and fire-power, but tough and
durable. The Baliol was a dimnutive Hunt class destroyer which had no business
in the great waters of the north. The Portpatrick, a skeleton-lean four stacker
was one of the fifty lend-lease Wrld War | destroyers fromthe United States.
No one even dared guess at her age. An intriguing ship at any tune, she became
the focus of all eyes in the fleet and a source of intense interest whenever the
weat her broke down. Rumpur had it that two of her sister ships had overturned in
the Atlantic during a gale; human nature being what it is,

46

everyone wanted a grandstand view whenever weather conditions deteriorated to
an extent likely to afford early confirmation of these runours. Wat the crew of
the Portpatrick thought about it all was difficult to say

These seven escorts, blurred and softened by the snow, kept their screening
stations all day—the frigate and m nesweeper ahead, the destroyers at the sides,
and the corvette astern. The eighth escort, a fast, nodern " S " class
destroyer, under the command of the Captain (Destroyers), Commander O r, prow ed
restlessly around the fleet. Every ship conmmander in the squadron envied Or his
roving conmssion, a duty which Tyndall had assigned himin self-defence against
Or's continual pestering. But no one objected, no one grudged him his
privilege: the Sirrus had an uncanny nose for trouble, an alnbst magnetic
affinity for U boats lying in anbush.

Fromthe warnmth of the U ysses's wardroon+ong, incongruously confortable,
running fifty feet along the starboard side of the fo'c'sle deck—3ohnny Nicholls
gazed out through the troubled grey and white of the sky. Even the kindly snow,
he reflected, blanketing a thousand sins, could do little for these queer craft,
so angul ar, so gracel ess, so obviously out-dated.

He supposed he ought to feel bitter at My Lords of the Admiralty, with their
i mousines and armchairs and el evenses, with their big wall-nmaps and pretty
little flags, sending out this raggle-taggle of a squadron to cope with the pick
of the U boat packs, while they sat confortably, luxuriously at home. But the
thought died at birth: it was, he knew, grotesquely unjust. The Admiralty woul d
have given them a dozen brand-new destroyers—f they had them Things, he knew,
were pretty bad, and the demands of the Atlantic and the Mediterranean had first
priority.



He supposed, too, he ought to feel cynical, ironic, at the sight of these old
and worn-out ships. Strangely, he couldn't. He knew what they could do, what
they had done. If he felt anything at all towards them it was sonething
uncomonly close to admirati on—perhaps even pride. Nicholls stirred
unconfortably and turned away from the porthole. H's gaze fell on the somol ent
formof the Kapok Kid, flat on his back in an armchair, an enornous pair of
fur-lined flying-boots perched above the electric fire.

The Kapok Kid, Lieutenant the Honourable Andrew Car-
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penter, R N., Navigator of the U ysses and his best friend—he was the one to
feel proud, N cholls thought wyly. The nost glorious extrovert Nicholls had
ever known, the Kapok Kid was equally at honme anywhere—en a dance floor or in
the cockpit of a racing yacht at Cowes, at a garden party, on a tennis court or
at the wheel of his big crinmson Bugatti, w ndscreen down and the | oose ends of a
seven-foot scarf streaning out behind him But appearances were never nore
deceptive. For the Kapok Kid, the Royal Navy was his whole life, and he lived
for that alone. Behind that slightly inane facade |ay, besides a first-class
brain, a deeply romantic streak, an alnost Elizabethan |ove for sea and ships
whi ch he sought, successfully, he inmagined, to conceal fromall his fell ow
officers. It was so patently obvious that no one ever thought it worth the
ment i oni ng.

Theirs was a curious friendship, N cholls nused. An attraction of opposites, if
ever there was one. For Carpenter's hail-fellow ebullience, his natural reserve
and reticence were the perfect foil: over against his friend s near-idolatry of
all things naval stood his own thorough-going detestation of all that the Kapok
Kid so warmy admired. Perhaps because of that over-devel oped sense of
i ndividuality and independence, that bane of so many highland Scots, N cholls
obj ected strongly to the thousand and one pin-pricks of discipline, authority
and bureaucratic naval stupidity which were a constant affront to his
intelligence and self-respect. Even three years ago, when the war had snatched
him from the wards of a great d asgow hospital, his first year's internship
barely conpleted, he had had his dark suspicions that the degree of
conpatibility between hinself and the Senior Service would prove to be
singularly low. And so it had proved. But, in spite of this antipathy—er perhaps
because of it and the curse of a Calvinistic conscience—Ni cholls had becone a
first-class officer. But it still disturbed himvaguely to discover in hinself
sonething akin to pride in the ships of his squadron.

He sighed. The | oudspeaker in the corner of the wardroom had just crackled into
life. From bitter experience, he knew that broadcast announcenents sel dom
presaged anythi ng good.

" Do you hear there? Do you hear there?" The voice was netallic, inpersonal
the Kapok Kid slept on in magnificent oblivion. " The Captain will broadcast to
the ship's conpany at 1730 to-night. Repeat. The Captain will broadcast to the
ship's conpany at 1730 to-night. That is all."
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Ni chol I s prodded the Kapok Kid with a heavy toe. " On your feet, Vasco. Now s
the tinme if you want a cuppa char before getting up there and navigating."
Carpenter stirred, opened a red-rimred eye: N cholls sniled down encouragingly.



Besides, it's lovely up top nowsea rising, tenperature falling and a young
buzzard bl owi ng. Just what you were born for, Andy, boy I"

The Kapok Kid groaned his way back to consciousness, struggled to a sitting
position and remai ned hunched forward, his straight flaxen hair falling over his
hands.

44\What's the matter now?" Hi s voice was querulous, still slurred with sleep
Then he grinned faintly. " Know where | was, Johnny?" he asked remniscently.
Back on the Thanes, at the Grey Goose, just up from Henley. It was sunmer,
Johnny, late in sumrer, warm and very still. Dressed all in green, she was----- "

441 ndi gestion,” Nicholls cut in briskly. " Too nmuch easy living. . . . It's
four-thirty, and the old man's speaking in an hour's tine. Dusk stations at any
time—we'd better eat."

Car penter shook his head nournfully. " The man has no soul, no finer feelings."
He stood up and stretched hinself. As always, he was dressed from head to foot
in a one-piece overall of heavy, quilted kapok—the silk fibres encasing the
seeds of the Japanese and Mal ayan silk-cotton tree: there was a great, golden "
J " enbroidered on the right breast pocket: what it stood for was anyone's
guess. He gl anced out through the porthol e and shuddered.

"Wonder what's the topic for to-night, Johnny?"

44No idea. |I'mcurious to see what his attitude, his tone is going to be, how
he's going to handle it. The situation, to say the least, is sonewhat—-ah—
delicate.” N cholls grinned, but the snmle didn't touch his eyes. " Not to

nmention the fact that the crew don't know that they're off to Mirmansk agai n—
al t hough they nust have a pretty good idea."

" Mm" The Kapok Kid nodded absently. " Don't suppose the old man'll try to
play it down—the hazards of the trip, | nean, or to excuse hinsel f—you know, put
the blame where it bel ongs."

44Never." Nicholls shook his head decisively. " Not the skipper. Just not in
his nature. Never excuses hinsel f—and never spares hinmself." He stared into the
fire for a long time, then | ooked up quietly at the Kapok Kid. " The skipper's a
very sick man, Andy—very sick indeed."

"What!" The Kapok Kid was genuinely startled. "A
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very sick . . . Good lord, you're joking! You nust be. Wy------ "

I"mnot,” Nicholls interrupted flatly, his voice very low. Wnthrop, the
padre, an intense, enthusiastic, very young man with an inmense zest for life
and granitic convictions on every subject under the sun, was in the far corner
of the wardroom The zest was tenporarily in abeyance—he was sunk in exhausted
slunmber. Nicholls liked him but preferred that he should not hear—the padre
would talk. Wnthrop, Nicholls had often thought, would never have nade a
successful priest—eonfessional reticence would have been inpossible for him

" Odd Socrates says he's pretty far through—and he knows," Nicholls conti nued.
A d man phoned himto cone to his cabin last night. Place was covered in bl ood
and he was coughing his lungs up. Acute attack of haenmpptysis. Brooks has



suspected it for a long time, but the Captain would never |let him exanine him

Brooks says a few nore days of this will kill him" He broke oS, glanced briefly
at Wnthrop. " | talk too nuch,” he said abruptly. " Getting as bad as the old
padre there. Shouldn't have told you, | suppose—violation of professional

confidence and all that. Al this under your hat, Andy."

O course, of course.
he's dyi ng?"

There was a | ong pause. What you nean is, Johnny—

" Just that. Cone on, Andy—har."

Twenty minutes later, Nicholls made his way down to the Sick Bay. The |ight was
beginning to fail and the U ysses was pitching heavily. Brooks was in the
surgery.

" Evening, sir. Dusk stations any minute now Mnd if | stay in the bay to-
ni ght ?"

Br ooks eyed hi m specul atively.

Regul ations, " he intoned, say that the Action Stations position of the
Junior Medical Oficer is aft in the Engineer's Flat. Far be it fromne------ "

- Pl ease.™

"Why? Lonely, lazy or just plain tired?" The quirk of the eyebrows robbed the
words of all offence.

" No. Curious. | want to observe the reactions of Stoker Riley and his—ah—
confederates to the skipper's speech. Mght be nobst instructive.”

"Sherlock Nicholls, eh? Right-o, Johnny. Phone the Damage Control O ficer aft.
Tell himyou're tied up. Mjor
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operation, anything you like. Qur gullible public and how easily fool ed
Shane. "

Ni cholls grinned and reached for the phone.

When the bugle blared for dusk Action Stations, N cholls was sitting in the

di spensary. The lights were out, the curtains alnbpst drawn. He could see into
every corner of the brightly Iit Sick Bay. Five of the nmen were asleep. Two of
the others —Petersen, the giant, slow spoken stoker, half Norwegi an, half-Scots,
and Burgess, the dark little cockney—were sitting up in bed, talking softly,
their eyes turned towards the swarthy, heavily-built patient |ying between them
Stoker Riley was holding court.

Alfred OHara Riley had, at a very early age indeed, decided upon a career of
crinme, and beset, though he subsequently was, by innunerable vicissitudes, he
had clung to this resolve with an unswerving deternination: directed towards
al nrost any other sphere of activity, his resolution would have been
prai seworthy, possibly even profitable. But praise and profit had passed Riley

by.



Every man is what environnent and heredity makes him Riley was no exception
and N cholls, who knew sonething of his upbringing, appreciated that |ife had
never really given the big stoker a chance. Born of a drunken, illiterate nother
ina filthy, overcrowded and fever-ridden Liverpool slum he was an outcast from
the beginning: allied to that, his hairy, ape-like figure, the heavy prognathous
jaw, the twi sted nouth, the wide flaring nose, the cunning black eyes squinting
out beneath the negligible clearance between hairline and eyebrows that so
accurately reflected the nental capacity within, were all adnirably adapted to
what was to beconme his chosen vocation. Nicholls |ooked at him and disapproved
wi t hout condeming; for a monment, he had an inkling of the tragedy of the
i nevitable.

Riley was never at any time a very successful crimnal—-his intelligence barely
cleared the noron level. He dinly appreciated his limtations, and had left the
hi gher, nore subtle forns of crine severely alone. Robbery—preferably robbery
with violence—was his netier. He had been in prison six times, the last tine for
two years.

Hi s induction into the Navy was a nystery which baf Hed both R ley and the
authorities responsible for his being there. But Riley had accepted this |atest
m sfortune with equanimty, and gone through the bonb-shattered " G" and " H "
bl ocks in the Royal Naval, Barracks, Portsnouth, |ike a high w nd
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through a field of corn, leaving behind hima trail of slashed suitcases and
enmpty wallets. He had been apprehended w thout rnuch difficulty, done sixty days
cells, then been drafted to the U ysses as a stoker.

H s career of crime aboard the U ysses had been brief and painful. His first
attenpted robbery had been his last—a clunsy and incredibly foolish rifling of a
| ocker in the nmarine sergeants' ness. He had been caught red-handed by Col our-
Sergeant Evans and Sergeant Maci ntosh. They had preferred no charges agai nst him
and Riley had spent the next three days in the Sick Bay. He clained to have
tripped on the rung of a |ladder and fallen twenty feet to the boiler-room floor
But the actual facts of the case were common know edge, and Turner had
recormended his discharge. To everyone's astonishment, not |east that of Stoker
Ri | ey, Dodson, the Engi neer Conmander had insisted he be given a last chance
and Riley had been reprieved.

Since that date, four nonths previously, he had confined his activities to
stirring up trouble. Illogically but understandably, his brief encounter with
the marines had swept away his apathetic tolerance of the Navy: a snoul dering
hatred took its place. As an agitator, he had achieved a degree of success
denied himas a crimnal. Admittedly, he had a fertile field for operations; but
credit—f that is the word—was due also to his shrewdness, his aninmal craft and
cunning, his hold over his crewmates. The husky, intense voice, his
earnestness, his deep-set eyes, lent Riley a strangly el emental power—a power he
had used to its maxi mum effect a few days previously when he had precipitated
the nmutiny which had led to the death of Ralston, the stoker, and the mari ne—
nmysteriously dead froma broken neck. Beyond any possible doubt, their deaths
lay at Riley's door; equally beyond doubt, that could never be proved. Nicholls
wonder ed what new devil ment was hatching behind these |owering, corrugated
brows, wondered how on earth it was that that same Riley was continually in
trouble for bringing aboard the U ysses and devotedly tending every stray
kitten, every broken-w nged bird he found



The | oudspeaker crackled, cutting through his thoughts, stilling the |ow voices
in the Sick Bay. And not only there, but throughout the ship, in turrets and
magazi nes, in engine-roons and boil er-roons, above and bel ow deck everywhere,
all conversation ceased. Then there was only the wind, the regular smash of the
bows into the deepening troughs, the nuffled roar of the great boiler-room
i ntake fans and the
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hum of a hundred electric notors. Tension lay heavy over the ship, over 730
officers and nmen, tangible, alnost, in its oppression

" This is the Captain speaking. Good evening." The voice was calm wel
nodul ated, without a sign of strain or exhaustion. " As you all know, it is ny
custom at the beginning of every voyage to inform you as soon as possible of
what lies in store for you. | feel that you have a right to know, and that it is
my duty. It's not always a pleasant duty—t never has been during recent nonths.
This tinme, however, Fm alnost glad." He paused, and the words cane, slow and
nmeasured. " This is our |last operation as a unit of the Hone Fleet. In a nonth's
tune, God willing, we will be in the Med."

Good for you, thought N cholls. Sweeten the pill, lay it on, thick and heavy.
But the Captain had other ideas.

" But first, gentlenen, the job on hand. It's the m xture as before—Mirnmnsk
again. W rendezvous at 1030 Wednesday, north of Iceland, with a convoy from
Hal i fax. There are eighteen ships in this convoy—bkig and fast—all fifteen knots
and above. Qur third Fast Russian convoy, gentlemen—FR77, in case you want to
tell your grandchildren about it," he added dryly. ** These ships are carrying
tanks, planes, aviation spirit and oil —othing else

"1 will not attenpt to nminimse the dangers. You know how desperate is the
state of Russia to-day, how terribly badly she needs these weapons and fuel. You
can also be sure that the Germans know too—and that her Intelligence agents wll
al ready have reported the nature of this convoy and the date of sailing." He
broke off short, and the sound of his harsh, nuffled coughing into a
handker chi ef echoed weirdly through the silent ship. He went on slowy. " There
are enough fighter planes and petrol in this convoy to alter the whole character
of the Russian war. The Nazis will stop at nothing—+ repeat, nothing—to stop
this convoy from going through to Russi a.

" | have never tried to mslead or deceive you. | will not now. The signs are
not good. In our favour we have, firstly, our speed, and secondl y—+ hope—the
el ement of surprise. W shall try to break through direct for the North Cape

"There are four major factors against us. You will all have noticed the steady
wor sening of the weather. We are, |I'm afraid, running into abnormal weather
condi ti ons—abnormal even for the Arctic. It may—+ repeat’ may' —prevent
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U boat attacks: on the other hand it nmay nean |osing sone of the smaller units
of our screen—we have no tine to heave to or run before bad weather. FR77 is
going straight through. . . . And it alnost certainly neans that the carriers
will be unable to fly off fighter cover.™



Good God, has the skipper lost his senses, N cholls wondered. He'll weck any
norale that's left. Not that there is any left. Wiat in the world------

Secondly," the voice went on, calm inexorable, we are taking no rescue
ships on this convoy. There will be no tine to stop. Besides, you all know what
happened to the Stock-port and the Zafaaran. You're safer where you are.l

"Thirdly, two—possibly three—U- boat packs are known to be strung out al ong
| ati tude seventy degrees and our Northern Norway agents report a heavy nustering
of German bonbers of all types in their area.

" Finally, we have reason to believe that the Tirpitz is preparing to nove
out." Again he paused, for an internmnable tinme, it seened. It was as if he knew
the tremendous shock carried in these few words, and wanted to give it tine to
register. " | need not tell you what that neans. The Germans may risk her to
stop the convoy. The Admiralty hope they will. During the latter part of the
voyage, capital units of the Hone Fleet, including possibly the aircraft-
carriers Victorious and Furious, and three cruisers, will parallel our course at
twel ve hours' steanmi ng distance. They have been waiting a long tine, and we are
the bait to spring the trap

" It is possible that things may go wong. The best-laid plans ... or the trap
may be late in springing shut. This convoy nust still get through. If the
carriers cannot fly off cover, the Uysses nust cover the withdrawal of FR77
You will know what that nmeans. | hope this is all perfectly clear.'

There was another |ong bout of coughing, another |ong pause, and when he spoke
again the tone had conpletely changed. He was very quiet.

" 1 know what | am asking of you. | know how tired, how hopel ess, how sick at
heart you all feel. |I knowno one knows better—what you have been through, how
much you need, how nmuch you deserve a rest. Rest you shall have. The entire
shi p's conmpany goes on ten days' |eave from Ports-

i Rescue ships, whose duties were solely what their name inplies, were a
feature of many of the earlier convoys. The Zafaaran wal |ost in one of the
war's worst convoys. The Stockport was torpedoed. She was lost with all hands,
including all those survivors rescued from other sunken shi ps.
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mouth on the eighteenth, then for refit in Alexandria." The words were casual
as if they carried no significance for him " But before that—well, | know it
seens cruel, inhuman—t nust seem so to you—+to ask you to go through it al

agai n, perhaps worse than you' ve ever gone through before. But |I can't help it—
no one can help it." Every sentence, now, was punctuated by long silences: it
was difficult to catch his words, so low and far away.

" No one has any right to ask you to do it, | least of all . . . least of all
I know you will do it. I know you will not let nme down. | know you will take the
U ysses through. Good luck. Good luck and God bl ess you. Good night."

The | oudspeakers clicked off, but the silence lingered on. Nobody spoke and
nobody noved. Not even the eyes noved. Those who had been | ooking at the
'speakers still gazed on, unseeingly; or stared down at their hands; or down
into the glowing butts of forbidden cigarettes, oblivious to the acrid snoke



that |aced exhausted eyes. It was strangely as if each man wanted to be al one,
to look into his own mind, follow his thoughts out for hinself, and knew that if
his eyes caught another's he would no |onger be alone. A strange hush, a
supernatural silence, the wordless understanding that so rarely touches nankind
the veil lifts and drops again and a man can never renenber what Be has seen but
knows that he has seen sonmething and that nothing will ever be quite the sane
again. Seldom all too seldom it comes: a sunset of surpassing |loveliness, a
fragnent from sone great synphony, the terrible stillness which falls over the
huge rings of Madrid and Barcelona as the sword of the greatest of the matadors
sinks inevitably honme. And the Spaniards have the word for it—" the nmonent of
truth.”

The Sick Bay clock, unnaturally loud, ticked away one minute, maybe two. Wth a
heavy sigh—+t seened ages since he had breathed |last—Ni cholls softly pulled to
the sliding door behind the curtains and switched on the Iight. He |ooked round
at Brooks, |ooked away agai n.

"Wl I, Johnny?" The voice was soft, alnost bantering

" I just don't know, sir, | don't know at all." N cholls shook his head. " At
first I thought he was going to—well, make a hash of it. You know, scare the
lights out of "em And good God!" he went on wonderingly, " that's exactly what
he did do. Piled it on—gales, Tirpitz, hordes of subs.—and yet . . ." H's voice

trailed off.
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"And yet?" Brooks echoed nockingly. "That's just it. Too nuch intelligence—
that's the trouble with the young doctors to-day. | saw you-sitting there like a
bogus psychiatrist, analysing away for all you were worth at the probable effect
of the speech on the minds of the wounded warriors w thout, and never giving it
a chance to let it register on yourself." He paused and went on quietly.

" It was beautifully done, Johnny. No, that's the wong word—there was nothing
premeditated about it. But don't you see? As black a picture as man could paint
points out that this is just a conplicated way of committing suicide: no silver
lining, no promises, even Alex, thrown in as a casual afterthought. Builds 'em
up, then lets 'em down. No inducenents, no hope, no appeal —and yet the appea
was trenmendous. . . . Wat was it, Johnny?"

"1 don't know." Nicholls was troubled. He lifted his head abruptly, then
smled faintly. " Maybe there was no appeal. Listen." Noiselessly, he slid the
door back, flicked off the lights. The runble of Riley's harsh voice, |ow and
i ntense, was unni stakabl e.

"—ust a lot of bloody clap-trap. Al ex.? The Med.? Not

on your ------ life, mate. You'll never see it. You'll never

even see Scapa again. Captain Richard Vallery, D.S. Ol Know what that old
bastard wants, boys? Another bar to his D.S.O Maybe even a V.C. Wll, by
Christ's, he's not going

to have it! Not at my expense. Not if | can------ wel | hel p

it. * 1 know you won't let ne down, he m mi cked, his voice high-pitched. "
VWhi ning old bastard!™ He paused a nmonent, then rushed on



" The Tirpitzl Christ A mghty! TheTirpftz! W're going to stop it—us! This
bl oody toy ship! Bait, he says, bait!" H's voice rose. " | tell you, mates
nobody gives a damm about us. Direct for the North Cape! They're throwing us to
t he bl oody wol ves! And that old bastard up top------ "

" Shaddap!" It was Petersen who spoke, his voice a whisper, low and fierce. Hs
hand stretched out, and Brooks and Nicholls in the surgery winced as they heard
Riley's wist-bones crack under the trenmendous pressure of the giant's hand. "
Oten | wonder about you, Rley," Petersen went on | slowy. " But not now, not
any nore. You nmake ne sick!" He flung Riley's hand down and turned away.

Ril ey rubbed his wist in agony, and turned to Burgess

" For God's sake, what's the matter with hin? What the hell..." He broke off
abruptly. Burgess was |ooking at him
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steadily, kept looking for a long tine. Slowy, deliberately, he eased hinself
down in bed, pulled the blankets up to his neck and turned his back on Riley.

Brooks rose quickly to his feet, closed the door and pressed the |ight swtch.

" Act |, Scene |I. Cut! Lights!"™ he murnured. " See what | nean, Johnny?"

Yes, sir." N cholls nodded slowy. " At least, | think so."

M nd you, ny boy, it won't last. At least, not at that intensity." He
grinned. " But maybe it'll take us the length of Mirmansk. You never know. "

"I hope so, sir. Thanks for the show. " N cholls reached up for his duffel-coat.
** Well, | suppose |'d better make ny way aft."

O f you go, then. And, oh—Johnny------ "
"Sir?"

"That scarlet-fever notice-board of yours. On your way aft you mght consign it
to the deep. | don't think we'll be needing it any nore."

Ni cholI's grinned and closed the door softly behind him
CHAPTER FOUR
MONDAY NI GHT

DUSK ACTI ON STATIONS dragged out its interm nable hour and was gone. That
night, as on a hundred other nights, it was just another nagging irritation, a
poi ntl ess precaution that did not even justify its existence, far less its
nmeti cul ous thoroughness. O so it seenmed. For although at dawn eneny attacks
were routine, at sunset they were all but unknown. It was not always so with
other ships, indeed it was rarely so, but then, the Uysses was a |ucky ship.
Everyone knew that. Even Vallery knew it, but he also knew why. Vigilance was
the first article of his sailor's creed.



Soon after the Captain's broadcast, radar had reported a contact, closing. That
it was an eneny plane was certain: Comuander Westcliffe, Senior Air Arm Oficer,
had before himin the Fighter Direction Rooma wall map showi ng the operationa
routes of all Coastal and Ferry Conmand planes, and this was a clear area. But
no one paid the slightest attention to the report, other than Tyndall's order
for a 45&deg;
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course alteration. This was as routine as dusk Action Stations thenselves. It
was their old friend Charlie coming to pay his respects again.

"Charlie"—dsually a four-engine Focke-WiIlf Condor—was an institution on the
Russi an Convoys. He had becone to the seanen on the Murmansk run very nuch what
the al batross had been the previous century to sailing nen, far south in the
Roaring Forties: a bird of ill-onen, half feared but al nbst am cably accepted,
and i mune from destruction —though with Charlie, for a different reason. In the
early days, before the advent of camships and escort carriers, Charlie
frequently spent the entire day, fromfirst light to last, circling a convoy and
radi oing to base pin-point reports of its position.1

Exchanges of signals between British ships and German ' reconnai ssance pl anes
were not unknown, and apocryphal stories were |egion. An exchange of
pl easantri es about the < weather was al nbst comonpl ace. On several occasions
Charlie had plaintively asked for his position and been given highly-detailed
| atitude and | ongitude bearings which usually placed him somewhere in the South
Pacific; and, of course,” dozen ships clained the authorship of the story
wherein the convoy Commodore sent the signal, " Please fly the other way |
round. You are neking us dizzy," and Charlie had courte-1 ously acknow edged and
turned in his tracks.

Latterly, however, amiability had been markedly absent, and Charlie, grown
circunspect with the passing of the nonths and the appearance of ship-borne
fighters, rarely appeared except at dusk. His usual practice was to neke a
single circle of the convoy at a prudent distance and then disappear into the
dar kness.

That night was no exception. Men caught only fleeting glinpses of the Condor in
the driving snow, then quickly lost it in the gathering gloom Charlie would
report the strength, nature and course of the Squadron, although Tyndall had;
little hope that the German Intelligence would be deceived as to their course. A
naval squadron, near the sixty-second degree of latitude, just east of the
Faroes, and headi ng NNE.,

i Camships were nmerchant ships with specially strengthened fo'c'sles. On these
were fitted fore-and-aft angled ranps from which fighter planes, such as
nmodi fied Hurricanes, were catapulted for convoy defence. After breaking off
action, the pilot had either to bale out or land in the sea. " Hazardous is
rather an inadequate word to describe the duties of this handful of very gall ant
pilots: the chances of survival were not high
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woul dn't nake sense to them-especially as they al nost certainly knew of the
departure of the convoy from Halifax. Two and two, far too obviously totted up
to four.



No attenpt was nade to fly off Seafires—the only plane with a chance to
overhaul the Condor before it disappeared into the night. To locate the carrier
again in alnost total darkness, even on a radio beam was difficult: to land at
ni ght, extrenely dangerous; and to land, by guess and by God, in the snow and
bl ackness on a pitching, heaving deck, a suicidal inpossibility. The |east
nm scal cul ation, the slightest error of judgnment and you had not only a |ost
pl ane but a drowned pilot. A ditched Seafire, with its slender, torpedo-shaped
fusel age and the trenendous weight of the great Rolls-Royce Merlin in its nose,
was a literal death-trap. Wen it went down into the sea, it just kept on going

Back on to course again, the Uysses pushed blindly into the gathering storm
Hands fell out from Action Stations, and resumed normal Defence Stations—watch

and watch, four on, four off. Not a killing routine, one would think: twelve
hours on, twelve hours off a day—a man could stand that. And so he could, were
that all. But the crew also spent three hours a day at routine Action Stations,

every second norni ng—the forenoon watch—at work (this when they were off-watch)
and God only knew how many hours at Action Stations. Beyond all this, all neal s—
when there were neal s—were eaten in their off-duty tine. Atotal of three to
four hours' sleep a day was reckoned unusual: forty-eight hours without sleep
hardly called for coment.

Step by step, fraction by nenacing fraction, mercury and barograph crept down
in a deadly dualism The waves were higher now, their troughs deeper, their
shoul ders steeper, and the bone chilling wind | ashed the snow into a blinding
curtain. A bad night, a sleepless night, both above deck and bel ow, on watch and
of .

On the bridge, the First Lieutenant, the Kapok Kid, signalnen, the Searchlight

L.T.O, look-outs and nmessengers peered out miserably into the white night and
wondered what it would be like to be warm again. Jerseys, coats, overcoats,
duffels, oilskins, scarves, bal aclavas, helnmets—+they wore themall, conpletely
muf fl ed except for a narrow eye-slit in the woollen cocoon, and still they

shivered. They wrapped arms and forearns round, and rested their feet on the
st eam pi pes which circled the bridge, and froze. Pom pom crews huddl ed m serably
in the shelter of their nultiple guns, stanped their
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feet, swung their arnms and swore incessantly. And the lonely Cerlikon gunners,
each janmmed in his lonely cockpit, |leaned against the built-in " black" heaters
and fought off the Cerlikon gunner's nost insidious eneny—sl eep

The starboard watch, in the nmess-decks below, were little happier. There were
no bunks for the crew of the U ysses, only hamobcks, and these were never slung
except in harbour. There were good and sufficient reasons for this. Standards of
hygi ene on a naval warship are high, compared even to the average civilian hone:
the average matel ot would never consider clinbing into his hamock fully
dressed—and no one in his senses would have dreanmed of undressing on the Russian
Convoys. Again, to an exhausted man, the prospect and the actual |abour of
slinging and then | ashing a hammock were alike appalling. And the extra seconds
it took to clinb out of a hammobck in an energency could re-present the margin
between |ife and death, while the very existence of a slung hammock was a danger
to all, in that it inpeded quick movenent. And finally, as on that night of a
heavy head sea, there could be no nore unconfortable place than a hamock sl ung
fore and aft.



And so the crew slept where it could, fully clothed even | to duffel coats and
gl oves. On tables and under tables, on narrow nine-inch stools, on the floor, in
hammock racks— anywhere. The npbst popul ar place on the ship was on the warm
steel deck-plates in the alleyway outside the galley, at night-tine a weird and
spectral tunnel, lit only by a garish red light. A popular sleeping billet, nade
doubly so by the fact that only a screen separated it from the upper-deck, a
scant ten feet away. The fear of being trapped below decks in \ a. sinking ship
was al ways there, always in the back of nen's m nds.

Even bel ow decks, it was bitterly cold. The hot-air systens operated
efficiently only on " B " and " C' ness-decks, and even there the tenperature
barely cleared freezing } point. Deckheads dripped constantly and the
condensation on j the bul kheads sent a thousand little rivulets to pool on the
corticene floor. The atnosphere was dank and airless and terribly chill—the
i deal breeding ground for the T.B., so feared by Surgeon-Commander Brooks. Such
conditions, allied with the constant pitching of the ship and the sudden jarring
vi brations which were beginning to develop every tinme the bows crashed down,
made sl eep al nost inpossible, at best a fitful, restless unease. i
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Alnost to a nan, the crew slept—er tried to sleep—with heads pillowed on
inflated lifebelts. Blown up, bent double then tied with tape, these lifebelts
made very tolerable pillows. For this purpose, and for this alone, were these
lifebelts enployed, although standing orders stated explicitly that lifebelts
were to be worn at all times during action and in known eneny waters. These
orders were conpletely ignored, not least of all by those Divisional Oficers
whose duty it was to enforce them There was enough air trapped in the
vol um nous and bul ky garments worn in these latitudes to keep a man afl oat for
at least three minutes. If he wasn't picked up in that time, he was dead anyway.
It was shock that killed, the trenendous shock of a body at 96&deg; F. being
suddenly plunged into a liquid tenmperature sone 70&deg; |lower—for in the Arctic
waters, the sea tenperature often falls below nornal freezing point. Wrse
still, the sub-zero wind lanced |ike a thousand stilettos through the saturated
clothing of a nman who had been subnerged in the sea, and the heart, faced with
an al nost instantaneous 100&deg; change in body tenperature, just stopped
beating. But it was a quick death, nen said, quick and kind and nerciful

At ten minutes to mdnight the Comrander and Marshall nade their way to the
bridge. Even at this late hour and in the w cked weat her, the Conmander was his
usual self, inperturbable and cheerful, lean and piratical, a throwback to the
El i zabet han buccaneers, if ever there was one. He had an unflaggi ng zest for
life. The duffel hood, as always, |lay over his shoulders, the braided peak of
his cap was tilted at a nmagnificent angle. He groped for the handle of the
bri dge gate, passed through, stood for a nminute accustonming his eyes to the
dark, located the First Lieutenant and thunped him resoundingly on the back.

"Well, watchman, and what of the night?" he booned cheerfully. " Bracing, yes
decidedly so. Situation conpletely out of control as usual, | suppose? Were are
all our chickens this |ovely evening?" He peered out into the snow, scanned the
hori zon briefly, then gave up. "All gone to hell and beyond, | suppose."

" Not too bad," Carrington grinned. An R N.R officer and an ex-Merchant Navy
captain in whom Vallery reposed conplete confidence, Lieutenant-Conmander
Carrington was nornmally a taciturn man, grave and unsmiling. But a particular
bond | ay between him and Turner, the professional bond of
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respect which two exceptional seanen have for each other. " W can see the
carriers now and then. Anyway, Bowden and his backroom boys have "em all pinned
to an inch. At least, that's what they say."

" Better not |let old Bowden hear you say that," Marshall advised. " Thinks
radar is the only step forward the human race has taken since the first man cane
down fromthe trees." He shivered uncontrollably and turned his back on the
driving wind. "Anyway, | wish to God | had his job," he added feelingly. "This
is worse than winter in Al bertal”

" Nonsense, ny boy, stuff and nonsense!” the Comander roared. " Decadent
that's the trouble with you youngsters nowadays. This is the only life for a
sel f-respecting hunan being." He sniffed the icy air appreciatively and turned
to Carrington. "Who's on with you to-night, Nunber One?"

A dark figure detached itself from the binnacle and approached him

" Ah, there you are. Well, well, '"pon nmy soul, if it Isn't our navigating
of ficer, the Honourable Carpenter, lost as usual and dressed to kill in his
natty gent's suiting. Do you know, Pilot, in that outfit you look like a cross

bet ween a deep-sea diver and that advert for Mchelin tyres?"

" Hal" said the Kapok Kid aggrievedly. " Sniff and scoff while you may, sir."
He patted his quilted chest affectionately. "Just wait tU we're all down there
in the drink together, everybody el se dragged down or frozen to death, ne
drifting by warm and dry and confortable, naybe snoking the odd cigarette------

" Enough. Be off. Course, Number One?"
" Three-twenty, sir. Fifteen knots."

"And the Captain?"

In the shelter.” Carrington jerked his head towards the reinforced stee
circular casing at the after end of the bridge. This supported the Director
Tower, the control circuits to which ran through a central shaft in the casing
A sea-bunk—a spartan, bare settee—was kept there for the Captain's use. "

Sl eeping, | hope,” he added, " but | very nuch doubt it. Gave orders to be
called at midnight."

"Why?" Turner denanded.

" Ch, | don't know. Routine, | suppose. Wants to see how things are."

" Cancel the order,"” Turner said briefly.
orders |ike anybody el se—especially doctor's

Captain's got to learn to obey
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orders. |'Il take full responsibility. Good night, Nunber One."
The gate clanged shut and Marshall turned uncertainly towards the Commander.

" The Captain, sir. Ch, | knowit's none of ny business, but"—he hesitated—
well, is he all right?"



Turner |ooked quickly around him H's voice was unusually quiet.

" If Brooks had his way, the old nan would be in hospital."” He was silent for a
nonent, then added soberly. " Even then, it mght be too late."

Marshal | said nothing. He noved restlessly around, then went aft to the port
searchlight control position. For five mnutes, an internmittent runble of voices
drifted up to the Conmander. He gl anced up curiously on Marshall's return

" That's Ralston, sir," the Torpedo Oficer explained. " If he'd talk to
anybody, | think he'd talk to ne."

"And does he?"

" Sure—but only what he wants to talk about. As for the rest, no dice. You can

al nrost see the big notice round his neck— Private—Keep Of.' Very civil, very
courteous and conpl etely unapproachable. | don't know what the hell to do about
him™*"

" Leave him be,"” Turner advised. " There's nothing anyone can do." He shook his

head. " My God, what a lousy break life's given that boy!"

Silence fell again. The snow was lifting now, but the wind still strengthening
It howed eerily through nmasts and rigging, blending with a wild and eldritch
harnmony into the haunting pinging of the Asdic. Wird sounds both, weird and
el emental and foreboding, that rasped across the nerves and stirred up nanel ess,
atavistic dreads of a thousand ages past, long buried under the press of
civilisation. An unholy orchestra, and, over years, men grew to hate it with a
deadly hatred.

Hal f - past twel ve canme, one o'clock, then hal f-past one. Turner's thought turned
fondly towards coffee and cocoa. Coffee or cocoa? Cocoa, he decided, a steam ng
potent brew, thick with nelted chocolate and sugar. He turned to Chrysler, the
bri dge nessenger, young brother of the Leading Asdic QOperator.

"WT. Bridge. WT.-Bridge." The |oudspeaker above the Asdic cabinet crackled
urgently, the voice hurried, insist-
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ent. Turner junped for the hand transmitter, barked an acknow edgment.

** Signal from Sirrus. Echoes, port bow, 300, strong, closing. Repeat, echoes,
port bow, strong, closing."

Echoes, WT.? Did you say ' echoes'?"
" Echoes, sir. | repeat, echoes.”

Even as he spoke, Turner's hand cut down on the gl eanm ng phosphorescence of the
Emergency Action Stations switch.

O all sounds in this earth, there is none so likely to stay with a man to the
end of his days as the E.A'S. There is no other sound even renmotely like it.
There is nothing noble or martial or blood-stirring about it. It is sinply a
whi stl e, pitched near the upper Iimt of audio-frequency, alternating, piercing,



atonic, alive with a desperate urgency and sense of danger: knife-like, it sears
t hrough the nost sleep-drugged brain and has a man—o matter how exhausted, how

weak, how deeply sunk in oblivion—en his feet in seconds, the pulse-rate already
accelerating to neet the |atest unknown, the adrenalin already punping into his

bl ood- stream

Inside two mnutes, the Uysses was closed up to Action Stations. The Comander
had noved aft to the After Director Tower, Vallery and Tyndall were on the
bri dge.

The Sirrus, two mles away to port, remained in contact for half an hour. The
Vi ki ng was detached to help her, and, belowdeck in the U ysses, the peculiar,
tinny clanging of depth-charging was clearly heard at irregular intervals.
Finally, the Sirrus reported. " No success: contact lost: trust you have not
been disturbed." Tyndall ordered the recall of the two destroyers, and the bugle
bl ew t he stand- down.

Back on the bridge, again, the Commander sent for his |ong overdue cocoa.
Chrysler departed to the seanan's for'ard gall ey—the Conmander woul d have no
truck with the wi shy-washy |iquid concocted for the officers' nmess—and returned
with a steaming jug and a string of heavy nugs, their handles threaded on a bent
wire. Turner watched with approval the reluctance with which the heavy, viscous
liquid poured glutinously over the lip of the jug, and nodded in satisfaction
after a prelimnary taste. He smacked his lips and sighed contentedly.

"Excel l ent, young Chrysler, excellent! You have the gift. Torps., an eye on the
ship, if you please. Mist see where we are."

He retired to the chart-room on the port side, just aft of the conpass
platform and closed the bl ack-out door. Rel axed
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in his chair, he put his mug on the chart-table and his feet beside it, drew
the first deep inhalation of cigarette snoke into his lungs. Then he was on his
feet, cursing: the crackle of the WT. |oudspeaker was unmi st akabl e

This tine it was the Portpatrick. For one reason and another, her reports were
generally treated with a good deal of reserve, but this tinme she was
particularly enphatic. Comrander Turner had no option; again he reached for the
EA.S. switch.

Twenty minutes |later the stand-down sounded again, but the Commander was to
have no cocoa that night. Three tines nore during the hours of darkness all
hands closed up to Action Stations, and only mnutes, it seenmed, after the |ast
st and- down, the bugle went for dawn stations.

There was no dawn as we know it. There was a vague, inperceptible lightening in
the sky, a bleak, chill greyness, as the men dragged thenselves wearily back to
their action stations. This, then, was war in the northern seas. No death and
glory heroics, no roaring guns and spitting CerkKkons, no exaltation of the
spirit, no glorious defiance of the eneny: just worn-out sleepless nen, nunbed
with cold and sodden duffels, grey and drawn and stunbling on their feet with
weakness and hunger and lack of rest, carrying with them the nenories, the
tensions, the cunul ative physical exhaustion of a hundred such endl ess nights.



Val lery, as always, was on the bridge. Courteous, kind and considerate as ever
he | ooked ghastly. H's face was haggard, the colour of putty, his bloodshot eyes
deep-sunk in holl owed sockets, his |lips bloodless. The severe haenorrhage of the
previ ous night and the sleepless night just gone had taken terrible toll of his
sl ender strength.

In the half-light, the squadron cane gradually into view Mraculously, npbst of
them were still in position. The frigate and mni nesweeper were together and far
ahead of the fleet—during the night they had been understandably reluctant to
have their tails tranmped on by a heavy cruiser or a carrier. Tyndall appreciated
this and said nothing. The |nvader had lost position during the night, and |ay
outside the screen on the port quarter. She received a very testy signal indeed
and canme steaming up to resune station, corkscrewing violently in the heavy
Cross seas.

St and- down cane at 0800. At 0810 the port watch was bel ow, naking tea, washing
gueueing up at the galley for
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breakfast trays, when a nuffled expl osion shook the U ysses. Towels, soap
cups, plates and trays went flying or were left where they were: blasphenpbus and
bitter, the nmen were on their way before Vallery's hand closed on the Energency
swi tch.

Less than half a nile away the I nvader was slewing round in a violent half-
circle, her flight-deck tilted over at a crazy angle. It was snowi ng heavily
again now, but not heavily enough to obscure the great gouts of black oily snoke
bel ching up for'ard of the Invader's bridge. Even as the crew of the U ysses
wat ched, she canme to rest, wallow ng dangerously in the troughs between the
great waves.

"The fools, the crazy fools!" Tyndall was terribly bitter, unreasonably so;
even to Vallery, he would not adnit how much he was now feeling the burden, the
strain of command that sparked off his now alnost chronic irritability. " This
i s what happens, Captain, when a ship |loses station! And it's as rmuch ny fault
as theirs—should have sent a destroyer to escort her back." He peered through
his binoculars, turned to Vallery. " Make a signal please: ' Estimte of danage—
pl ease inform'... That dammed U boat mnust have trailed her fromfirst |ight,
waiting for a line-up."”

Val l ery said nothing. He knew how Tyndall nust feel to see one of his ships
heavi |y damaged, maybe sinking. The Invader was still lying over at the sane
unnatural angle, the snoke rising in a steady colum now. There was no sign of
fl ames.

" CGoing to investigate, sir?" Vallery inquired.
Tyndall bit his lip thoughtfully and hesitated.

" Yes, | think we'd better do it ourselves. Order squadron to proceed, sane
speed, sane course. Signhal the Baliol and the Nairn to stand by the I|nvader."

Vallery, watching the flags fluttering to the yardarm was aware of soneone at
his el bow. He half-turned.



44That was no U-boat, sir." The Kapok Kid was very sure of hinself. She can't

have been torpedoed."”

Tyndall overheard him He swung round in his chair, glared at the unfortunate
navi gat or .

44\What the devil do you know about it, sir?" he grow ed. Wien the Adnira
addressed his subordinates as 44sir," it was time to take to the boats. The
Kapok Kid flushed to the roots of his blond hair, but he stood his ground.

"Well, sir, in the first place the Sirrus is covering the
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I nvader's port side, though well ahead, ever since your recall signal. She's
been quartering that area for some tinme. |'m sure Commander O r would have
pi cked her up. Also, it's far too rough for any sub. to nmmintain periscope
depth, far less Iine up a firing track. And if the U boat did fire, it wouldn't
only fire one—six nore likely, and, fromthat firing angle, the rest of the
squadron nust have been alnost a solid wall behind the Invader. But no one else
has been hit. ... | did three years in the trade, sir."

"I did ten," Tyndall growl ed. "Guesswork, Pilot, just guesswork."

" No, sir," Carpenter persisted. " It's not. | can't swear to it"—he had his
bi noculars to his eyes— but |I'm alnbst sure the Invader is going astern. Could
only be because her bows —below the waterline, that is—have been danmaged or
bl own of f. Must have been a nine, sir, probably acoustic."

" Ah, of course, of course!l™ Tyndall was very acid. " Mored in 6,000 feet of
wat er, no doubt ?"

" Adrifting mne, sir," the Kapok Kid said patiently. " O an old acoustic
t orpedo—spent German torpedoes don't always sink. Probably a mne, though."

" Suppose you'll be telling me next what mark it is and when it was laid,"
Tyndall growl ed. But he was inpressed in spite of hinmself. And the |nvader was
going astern, although slowy, w thout enough speed to give her steerage way.
She still wallowed helplessly in the great troughs.

An Al dis clacked acknow edgrment to the winking light on the Invader. Bentley
tore a sheet off a signal pad, handed it to Vallery.

" * |Invader to Adnmiral,' " the Captain read. "' Am badly hol ed, starboard side
for'ard, very deep. Suspect drifting mne. Am investigating extent of danmage
WIIl report soon.""

Tyndal | took the signal fromhimand read it slowy. Then he | ooked over his
shoul der and smiled faintly.

" You were dead right, my boy, it seens. Please accept an old curnudgeon's
apol ogi es. "

Carpenter murmured sonething and turned away, brick-red again with
enbarrassnent. Tyndall grinned faintly at the Captain, then becane thoughtful



" 1 think we'd better talk to him personally, Captain. Barlow, isn't it? Make a
signal . "

They clinbed down two decks to the Fighter Direction room Wstcliffe vacated
his chair for the Adniral.
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"Captain Barl ow?" Tyndall spoke into the hand- piece.

Speaki ng." The sound came from the | oudspeaker above his head
"Admiral here, Captain. How are things?"

"We'l | manage, sir. Lost nobst of our bows, |I'm afraid. Several casualties. Ql
fires, but under control. WT. doors all holding, and engi neers and danage
control parties are shoring up the cross-bul kheads. "

"Can you go ahead at all, Captain?"
" Could do, sir, but risky—n this, anyway."
"Think you could make it back to base?"

" Wth this wind and sea behind us, yes. Still take three-four days."

" Right-o, then," Tyndall's voice was gruff. Of you go. You're no good to us
wi t hout bows! Dammed hard |uck, Captain Barlow. My comm serations. And oh! I'm
giving you the Baliol and Nairn as escorts and radioing for an ocean-going tug
to come out to neet you—ust in case.”

"Thank you, sir. We appreciate that. One last thing—pernm ssion to enpty
starboard squadron fuel tanks. W've taken a |lot of water, can't get rid of it
all—enly way to recover our trim"

Tyndal | sighed. "Yes, | was expecting that. Can't be helped and we can't take
it off you in this weather. CGood |uck, Captain. Good-bye."

Thank you very much, sir. Good-bye."

Twenty mnutes later, the Uysses was back on station in the squadron. Shortly
afterwards, they saw the Invader, not listing quite so heavily now, head slowy
round to the southeast, the little Hunt class destroyer and the frigate, one on
either side, rolling wickedly as they came round with her. In another ten
nm nutes, watchers on the Uysses had |ost sight of them buried in a flurrying
snow squall. Three gone and eleven left behind; but it was the el even who now
felt so strangely al one.
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CHAPTER FI VE
TUESDAY

THE | nvader and her troubles were soon forgotten. Al too soon, the 14th
Aircraft Carrier Sguadron had enough, and nore than enough, to worry about on



their own account. They had then" own troubles to overconme, their own eneny to
face—an eneny far nore elenental and far nore deadly than any mne or U boat.

Tyndal | braced hinmself nore firmly against the pitching, rolling deck and
| ooked over at Vallery. Vallery, he thought for the tenth tine that norning,
| ooked desperately ill.

" What do you mamke of it, Captain? Prospects aren't altogether healthy, are
t hey?"

" We're for it, sir. It's really piling up against us. Carring-ton has spent
six years in the West Indies, has gone through a dozen hurricanes. Adnits he's
seen a baroneter |ower, but never one so low with the pressure still falling so
fast—Aot in these latitudes. This is only a curtain-raiser."

"This will do me nicely, neantine, thank you," Tyndall said dryly. " For a
curtain-raiser, it's doing not so badly."

It was a nmasterly understatenent. For a curtain-raiser, it was a nagnificent
performance. The wind was fairly steady, about Force 9 on the Beaufort scale,
and the snow had stopped. A tenporary cessation only, they all knew+ar ahead to
the north-west the sky was a peculiarly livid colour. It was a dull glaring
purple, neither increasing nor fading, faintly lumnous and vaguely nenacing in
its uniformty and permanence. Even to nmen who had seen everything the Arctic
skies had to offer, from pitchy darkness on a sumrer's noon, right through the
magni fi cent displays of Northern Lights to that wonderfully washed-out blue that
so often sniles down on the stupendous calns of the milk-white seas that |ap
edge of the Barrier, this was sonething quite unknown.

But the Admiral's reference had been to the sea. It had been building up
steadily, inexorably, all during the nmorning. Now, at noon, it |ooked unconmonly
like an eighteenth-century print of a barque in a stormserried waves of
greeni sh-grey, straight, regular and marching uniformy along, each decoratively
topped with frothing caps of white. Only

69
I

here, there were 500 feet between crest and crest, and the squadron, headi ng
alnost directly into it, was taking hearty punishnent.

For the little ships, already burying their bows every fifteen seconds in a
cream ng snother of cascading white, this was bad enough, but another, a nore
dangerous and insidi ous enenmy was at work—the cold. The tenperature had |ong
sunk bel ow freezing point, and the mercury was still shrinking down, close
towards the zero mark.

The cold was now intense: ice formed in cabins and mess-decks: fresh-water
systens froze solid: netal contracted, hatch-covers jammed, door hinges | ocked
in frozen immobility, the oil in the searchlight controls gunmmed up and made
them usel ess. To keep a watch, especially a watch on the bridge, was torture
the first shock of that bitter wind seared the lungs, left a man fighting for
breath: if he had forgotten to don gloves—first the silk gloves, then the
wool | en nmittens, then the sheepskin gauntlets—and touched a handrail, the pal nms
of the hands seared off, the skin burnt as by white-hot netal: on the bridge, if
he forgot to duck when the bows smashed down into a trough, the flying spray,



solidified in a second into hurtling slivers of ice, lanced cheek and forehead
open to the bone: hands froze, the very marrow of the bones nunbed, the deadly

chill crept upwards from feet to calves to thighs, nose and chin turned white
with frostbite and denmanded inmediate attention: and then, by far the worst of
all, the end of the watch, the return below deck, the withing, excruciating

agony of returning circulation. But, for all this, words are usel ess things,
pal e shadows of reality. Sone things |lie beyond the know edge and the experience
of the majority of mankind, and here inmagination finds itself in a world
unknown.

But all these things were relatively trifles, personal inconveniences to be
shrugged asi de. The real danger lay el sewhere. It lay in the fact of ice.

There were over three hundred tons of it already on the decks of the U ysses,
and nore forming every nmnute. It lay in a thick, even coat over the nmin deck,
the fo'c'sle, the gun-decks and the bridges: it hung in long, jagged icicles
from coanmings and turrets and rails: it trebled the dianmeter of every wire, stay
and halliard, and turned slender masts into nonstrous trees, ungainly and
i nprobable. It lay everywhere, a deadly nmenace, and rmuch of the danger lay in
the slippery surface it presented—a problem nuch nore easily overcone
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on a coal-fired nmerchant ship with clinker and ashes fromits boilers, than in
the nodern, oil-fired warships. On the U ysses, they spread salt and sand and
hoped for the best.

But the real danger of the ice lay in its weight. A ship, to use technica
terms, can be either stiff or tender. If she's stiff, she has a |ow centre of
gravity, rolls easily, but whips back quickly and is extrenely stable and safe.
If she's tender, with a high centre of gravity, she rolls reluctantly but cones
back even more reluctantly, is unstable and unsafe. And if a ship were tender,
and hundreds of tons of ice piled high on its decks, the centre of gravity rose
to a dangerous height. It could rise to a fatal height.

The escort carriers and the destroyers, especially the Port-patrick, were
vul nerable, terribly so. The carriers, already unstable with the great height
and weight of their reinforced flight-decks, provided a huge, snooth, flat
surface to the falling snow, ideal conditions for the formation of ice. Earlier
on, it had been possible to keep the flight-decks relatively clear—aorking
parties had toiled incessantly with broons and sl edges, salt and steam hoses.
But the weat her had deteriorated so badly now that to send out a man on that
wi ldly pitching, staggering flight-deck, glassy and infinitely treacherous,
would be to send himto his death. The Westler and Blue Ranger had nodified
heati ng systenms under the flight-decks—odified, because, unlike the British
ships, these Mssissippi carriers had planked flight-decks: in such extrene
conditions, they were hopelessly inefficient.

Conditions aboard the destroyers were even worse. They had to contend not only
with the ice fromthe packed snow, but with ice fromthe sea itself. As
regularly as clockwork, huge clouds of spray broke over the destroyers
fo'c'sles as the bows crashed solidly, shockingly into the trough and rising
shoul der of the next wave: the spray froze even as it touched the deck, even
before it touched the deck, piling up the solid ice, in places over a foot
thick, fromthe stem aft beyond the breakwater. The trenendous weight of the ice
was pushing the little ships down by their heads; deeper, with each successive
pl unge ever deeper, they Buried their noses in the sea, and each tine, nore and



nore sluggishly, nore and nore reluctantly, they staggered |aboriously up from
the depths. Like the carrier captains, the destroyer skippers could only | ook
down from their bridges, helpless, hoping.

Two hours passed, two hours in which the tenperature fell to zero, hesitated
then shrank steadily beyond it, two hours
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in which the baronmeter tunbled crazily after it. Curiously, strangely, the snow
still held off, the livid sky to the northwest was as far away as ever, and the
sky to the south and east had cleared completely. The squadron presented a
fantastic picture now, little toy-boats of sugar-icing, dazzling white, gleam ng

and sparkling in the pale, wi nter sunshine, pitching crazily through the ever-

| engt heni ng, ever-deepening valleys of grey and green of the cold Norwegi an Sea
pushing on towards that far horizon, far and weird and purply glow ng, the

hori zon of another world. It was an incredibly lovely spectacle.

Rear - Admiral Tyndall saw nothing beautiful about it. A man who was wont to
claimthat he never worried, he was seriously troubled now. He was gruff, to
those on the bridge, gruff to the point of discourtesy and the old geniality of
the Farmer Gles of even two nonths ago was all but gone. Ceaselessly his gaze
circled the fleet; constantly, unconfortably, he twisted in his chair. Finally
he clinbed down, passed through the gate and went into the Captain's shelter.

Val l ery had no |light on and the shelter was in senm -darkness. He lay there on
his settee, a couple of blankets thrown over him In the half-light, his face

| ooked ghastly, corpse-like. H's right hand clutched a balled handkerchi ef,
spotted and stained: he nmade no attenpt to hide it. Wth a painful effort, and
before Tyndall could stop him he had swng his |l egs over the edge of the settee
and pulled forward a chair. Tyndall choked off his protest, sank gracefully into
the seat.

" | think your curtain's just about to go up, Dick. . . . Wat on earth ever
i nduced nme to becone a squadron conmander ?"

Val lery grinned synpathetically. " | don't particularly envy you, sir. Wat are
you going to do now?"

" What would you do?" Tyndall countered dolefully.
Val l ery | aughed. For a nonent his face was transforned, boyish alnost, then the

| augh broke down into a bout of harsh, dry coughing. The stain spread over his
handker chi ef. Then he | ooked up and sml ed.

"The penalty for laughing at a superior officer. Wat would | do? Heave to,
sir. Better still, tuck my tail between ny legs and run for it."

Tyndal | shook his head.
" You never were a very convincing liar, Dick."
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Both nen sat in silence for a nonent, then Vallery |ooked up.

"How far to go, exactly, sir?"



" Young Carpenter makes it 170 miles, more or |less."

" One hundred and seventy." Vallery |ooked at his watch. "Twenty hours to go—n
this weather. W must make it!"

Tyndal | nodded heavily. " Eighteen ships sitting out there —ni neteen, counting
the sweeper from Hval fjord—ot to nmention old Starr's bl ood pressure . "

He broke off as a hand rapped on the door and a head | ooked in.

" Two signals, Captain, sir.
" Just read themout, Bentley, will you?"

" First is fromthe Portpatrick: ' Sprung bow plates: making water fast: punps
com ng: fear further damage: please advise.'"

Tyndal|l swore. Vallery said calmy: "And the other?"

" Fromthe Gannet, sir. Br eaki ng up.'

"Yes, yes. And the rest of the nessage?"

" Just that, sir. Breaki ng up
" Ha | One of these taciturn characters,” Tyndall growled. "Wait a mnute
Chief, will you?" He sank back in his chair, hand rasping his chin, gazing at

his feet, forcing his tired mnd to think.

Vall ery murmured something in a |ow voice, and Tyndall |ooked up, his eyebrows
ar ched.

" Troubled waters, sir. Perhaps the carriers------

Tyndal | slapped his knee. " Two minds with but a single thought. Bentley, make
two signals. One to all screen vessels —tell '"emto take position—astern—l ose
astern—ef the carriers. Oher to the carriers. Gl hose, one each through port
and starboard | oadi ng ports, about—ah—how nmuch would you say, Captain?"

"Twenty gallons a minute, sir?"

"Twenty gallons it is. Understand, Chief? Right-o, get 'emoff at once. And
Chief+tell the Navigator to bring his chart here." Bentley left, and he turned

to Vallery. " W've got to fuel later on, and we can't do it here. Looks as if
this mght be the |last chance of shelter this side of Murmansk. . .. And if the
next twenty-four hours are going to be as bad as Carrington forecasts, | doubt
whet her sone of the little ships could live through it anyway. . . . Ah! Here

you are, Pilot. Let's see where we are. How s the wind, by the way?"
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' Bracing himself against the wild lurching of the U ysses, the
" Backing slightly."

" Force 10, sir.
Kapok Kid snoothed out the chart on the Captain's bunk

" North-west, would you say, Pilot?" Tyndall rubbed his hands. "Excellent. Now,
nmy boy, our position?”



" 12.40 west. 66.15 north," said the Kapok Kid precisely. He didn't even
trouble to consult the chart. Tyndall lifted his eyebrows but nade no conment.

" Course?"
" 310, sir."
" Now, if it were necessary for us to seek shelter for fuelling-----

Course exactly 290, sir. |I've pencilled it in—there. Four and a half hours
steami ng, approxinmately."

" How the devil------ " Tyndal | exploded. " Wwo told you
to—+to------ " He spluttered into a wathful silence.

" | worked it out five mnutes ago, sir. It—er—seened inevitable. 290 would
take us a few nmiles inside the Langanes peninsula. There should be plenty
shelter there." Carpenter was grave, unsmling.

" Seened inevitable!" Tyndall roared. " Wuld you listen to him Captain
Val l ery? Inevitable! And it's only just occurred to me! O all the . . . GCet
out! Take yourself and that dammed comnic-opera fancy dress el sewhere!"

The Kapok Kid said nothing. Wth an air of injured innocence he gathered up his
charts and left. Tyndall's voice halted him at the door.

"Pilot!"

" Sir?" The Kapok Kid's eyes were fixed on a point above Tyndall's head.

As soon as the screen vessels have taken up position, tell Bentley to send
them t he new course."”

" Yes, sir. Certainly." He hesitated, and Tyndall chuckled. " Al right, al
right," he said resignedly. " I'll say it again—I'mjust a crusty old
curnudgeon . . . and shut that dammed door! We're freezing in here.”

The wind was rising nore quickly now and |long ribbons of white were beginning
to streak the water. \Wave troughs were deepening rapidly, their sides
st eepening, their tops blown off and flattened by the wind. Gadually, but
perceptibly to the ear now, the thin, lonely whining in the rigging was clinbing
steadily up the register. Fromtinme to time, large chunks of ice, shaken | oose
by the increasing vibration, broke
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off fromthe masts and stays and spattered on the deck bel ow.

The effect of the long oil-slicks trailing behind the carriers was al nost

mracul ous. The destroyers, curiously nottled with oil now, were still plunging
astern, but the surface tension of the fuel held the water and spray from
breaki ng aboard. Tyndall, justifiably, was feeling nore than pleased with

hi nsel f.



Towards hal f-past four in the afternoon, with shelter still a good fifteen
mles away, the elation had conpletely worn off. There was a whol e gal e bl ow ng
now and Tyndall had been conpelled to signal for a reduction in speed

From deck level, the seas now were nore than inpressive. They were gigantic,
frightening. Nicholls stood with the Kapok Kid, off watch now, on the main deck,
under the port whaler, sheltering in the Iee of the fo'c'sle deck. N cholls,
clinging to a davit to steady hinself, and |eaping back now and then to avoid a
del uge of spray, |ooked over to where the Defender, the Wultra and Viking
tailing behind, were pitching nmadly, grotesquely, under that serene bl ue sky.
The bl ue sky above, the trenendous seas below. There was sonething al nost evil

sonmething literally spine-chilling, in that macabre contrast.
" They never told me anything about this in the Medical School,” Nicholls
observed at last. " My CGod, Andy," he added in awe, " have you ever seen

anything like this?"

" Once, just once. W were caught in a typhoon off the Nicobars. | don't think
it was as bad as this. And Number One says this is damm' all conpared to what's
com ng to-night —and he knows. God, | wish | was back in Henley!"

Ni cholls | ooked at him curiously.

" Can't say | know the First Lieutenant well. Not a very—ah—approachabl e
custoner, is he? But everyone—eld Gles, the skipper, the Commander, yourself—
they all talk about himw th bated breath. Wat's so extra special about hinf I
respect him nind you—everyone seens to—but dammt to hell, he's no superman."”

" Sea's beginning to break up," the Kapok Kid nurmured absently. " Notice how
every now and again we're beginning to get a wave half as big again as the
ot hers? Every seventh wave, the old sailors say. No, Johnny, he's not a
supernman. Just the greatest seanman you'll ever see. Holds two nmaster's-tickets—
square-rigged and steam He was goi ng round the

75
Horn in Finnish barques when we were still in our prams. Commander could tel
you enough stories about himto fill a book." He paused then went on quietly

" He really is one of the few great seanmen of to-day. O d Blackbeard Turner is
no slouch hinself, but he'll tell anyone that he can't hold a candle to Ji nmy.

. I'"'m no hero-worshi pper, Johnny. You know that. But you can say about
Carrington what they used to say about Shackl eton-when there's nothing left and
all hope is gone, get down on your knees and pray for him Believe ne, Johnny,
I''m dammed gl ad he's here."

Ni cholls said nothing. Surprise held himsilent. For the Kapok Kid, flippancy
was a creed, derogation second nature: seriousness was a crine and anything that
smacked of adul ati on bordered on bl aspheny. N cholls wondered what manner of man
Carrington nust be.

The cold was vicious. The wind was tearing great gouts of water off the wave-
tops, driving the atomi sed spray at bullet speed against fo'c'sle and sides. It
was inpossible to breathe without turning one's back, w thout wapping |ayers of
wool round mouth and nose. Faces blue and white, shaking violently with the
cold, neither suggested, neither even thought of going below Men hypnotised
men fascinated by the trenendous seas, the towering waves, 1,000, 2,000 feet in



I ength, long, sloping on the |lee side, steep-walled and terrifying on the other
pushed up by a sixty knot wind and by sonme mighty force lying far to the north-
west. In these gigantic troughs, a church steeple would be lost for ever.

Both men turned round as they heard the screen door crashing behind them A
duffel -coated figure, cursing fluently, fought to shut the heavy door agai nst
the pitching of the Uysses, finally succeeded in heaving the clips hone. It was
Leadi ng Seaman Doyl e, and even though his beard hid three-quarters of what could
be seen of his face, he still |ooked thoroughly disgusted with life

Carpenter grinned at him He and Doyl e had served a conmission together on the
China Station. Doyle was a very privileged person

" Well, well, the Ancient Mariner hinself! How are things down bel ow, Doyl e?"

" Bl oody desperate, sir!" H's voice was as lugubrious as his face. " Cold as
charity, sir, and everything all over the bloody place. Cups, saucers, plates in
smthereens. Half the
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He broke off suddenly, eyes slowy w dening in blank disbelief. He was staring
out to sea between Nicholls and Carpenter

" Well, what about half the crew? . . . Wiat's the matter, Doyl e?
" Christ Almghty!" Doyle's voice was slow, stunned: it was alnost a prayer. "
Oh, Christ Almghty!" The voice rose sharply on the last two syllables.

The two officers twi sted quickly round. The Defender was clinbing—all 500 feet
of her was literally clinbing—p the lee side of a wave that staggered the
i magi nati on, whose imensity conpletely defied imediate conprehension. Even as
t hey wat ched, before shocked minds could grasp the significance of it all, the
Def ender reached the crest, hesitated, crazily tilted up her stern till screw
and rudder were entirely clear of the water, then crashed down, down, down.

Even at two cabl e-lengths' distance in that high wind the explosive snash of
the plummeting bows cane |ike a thunder-clap. An aeon ticked by, and still the
Def ender seened to keep on going under, conpletely buried now, right back to the
bridge island, in a sea of foamng white. How |ong she renmained |ike that,
arrowed down into the depths of the Arctic, no one could afterwards say: then
slowy, agonisingly, incredibly, great rivers of water cascaded off her bows,
she broke surface again. Broke surface, to present to frankly disbelieving eyes
a spectacle entirely without precedent, anywhere, at any tine. The tremendous,

i nst ant aneous, up-thrusting pressure of unknown thousands of tons of water had
torn the open flight-deck conpletely off its nountings and bent it backwards, in
a great, sweeping " U " alnost as far as the bridge. It was a sight to nake men
doubt their sanity, to leave them stupefied, to |eave them speechless—all, that
is, except the Kapok Kid. He rose magnificently to the occasion.

"My word I" he nurnured thoughtfully. "That is unusual."

Anot her such wave, another such shattering inmpact, and it would have been the
end for the Defender. The finest ships, the stoutest, nost powerful vessels, are



made only of thin, incredibly thin, sheets of netal, and netal, tw sted and
tortured as was the Defender's, could never have w thstood another such inpact.

But there were no nbre such waves, no nore such im
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pacts. It had been a freak wave, one of these nmassive, inexplicable contortions
of the sea which have occurred, Wth blessed infrequency, fromtinme inmenorial
in all the great seas of the world whenever Nature wanted to show nmankind, an
irreverent, over-venturesonme mankind, just how puny and pitifully helpless a
thing mankind really is. . There were no nore such waves and, by five o'clock
al though | and was still sonme eight to ten miles away, the squadron had noved
into conparative shelter behind the tip of the Langanes peninsul a.

Fromtine to tine, the captain of the Defender, who seened to be enjoying
hi nsel f hugely, sent reassuring nessages to the Admiral. He was meking a good
deal of water, but he was managi ng nicely, thank you. He thought the | atest
shape in flight-decks very fashionable, and a vast inprovenent on the old type
straight flight-dec'cs |acked inmagination, he thought, and didn't the Admral
think so too. The vertical type, he stated, provided excellent protection
agai nst wind and weather, and would nake a splendid sail with the wind in the
right quarter. Wth his last nmessage, to the effect that he thought that it
woul d be rather difficult to fly off planes, a badly-worried Tyndall lost his
tenper and sent back such a blistering signal that all comunications abruptly
ceased.

Shortly before six o' clock, the squadron hove-to under the shelter of Langanes,

less than two mil”~s offshore Langanes is lowlying, and the wind, still clinbing
the scale, swept over it and into the bay beyond wi thout a brpak ; but the sea,
conpared to an hour ago, was nmercifully calm although the ships still rolled

heavily. At once the cruisers and the screen vessel s—except the Portpatrick and
thr Gannet —Apved al ongside the carriers, took oil hoses aboard. Tyndall
reluctantly and after nuch heart-searching, had decided that the Portpatrick and
Gannet were suspect, a potential liability: they were to escort the crippled
carrier back to Scapa.

Exhausti on, an exhaustion al nost physical, alnost tangible, lay heavily over
the mess-decks and the wardroom of the U ysses. Behind |ay another sleepless
ni ght, another twenty-four hours with peace unknown and rest inpossible. Wth
dull tired mnds, nen heard the broadcast that the Defender, the Portpatrick and
the Gannet were to return to Scapa when the weather nbderated. Six gone now,
only eight left—half the carrier force gone. Little wonder that nmen felt sick at
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heart, felt as if they were being deserted, as if, in Riley's phrase, they were
being thrown to the wol ves.

But there was remarkably little bitterness, a puzzling lack of resentnent
whi ch, perhaps, sprung only from sheer passive acceptance. Brooks was aware of
it, this inaction of feeling, this unnatural extinction of response, and was
lost for a reason to account for it. Perhaps, he thought, this was the nadir,
the last extremty when sick men and sick ninds cease altogether to function,
the |last slowdown of all vital processes, both human and aninmal. Perhaps this
was just the final apathy. His intellect told himthat was reasonable, nore, it
was inevitable. . . . And all the tine sonme fugitive intuition, some evanescent



insight, was thrusting upon him an awareness, a di m shadowy awareness of
sonet hi ng altogether different; but his nmnd was too tired to grasp it.

VWhatever it was, it wasn't apathy. For a brief nonent that evening, a white-hot
anger ran through the ship like a flame, then resentnent of the injustice which
had provoked it. That there had been cause for anger even Vallery admitted; but
hi s hand had been forced.

It had all happened sinply enough. During routine evening tests, it had been
di scovered that the fighting lights on the |ower yardarm were not working. Ice
was at once suspected as being the cause.

The lower yardarm on this evening dazzling white and heavily coated with snow
and ice, paralleled the deck, sixty feet above it, eighty feet above the
waterline. The fighting lights were suspended below the outer tip: to work on
these, a man had either to sit on the yardarm-a nost unconfortable position as
the heavy steel WT. transnission aerial was bolted to its upper length—er in a
bosun's chair suspended fromthe yardarm It was a difficult enough task at any
time: to-night, it had to be done with the nmaxi num speed, because the repairs
woul d interrupt radio transmni ssion—the 3,000-volt steel " Safe-to-Transmt"
boards (which broke the electrical ckcuits) had to be withdrawn and left in the
keeping of the Oficer of the Watch during the repair: it had to be done—very
precise, finicky work had to be done—+n that sub-zero tenperature: it had to be
done on that slippery, glass-snboth yardarm with the U ysses rolling regularly
through a thirty-degree arc: the job was nore than ordinarily difficult—+t was
hi ghl y dangerous.

Marshall did not feel justified in detailing the duty L.T.O for the job
especially as that rating was a m ddl e-aged and
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very much overwei ght reservist, long past his clinbing prine. He asked for
volunteers. It was inevitable that he should have picked Ralston, for that was
the kind of man Ral ston was.

The task took half an hour—twenty minutes to clinb the nmast, edge out to the
yardarm tip, fit the bosun's chair and lifeline, and ten minutes for the actua
repair. Long before he was finished, a hundred, two hundred tired nmen, robbing
t henmsel ves of sleep and supper, had conme on deck and huddled there in the bitter
wi nd, watching in fascination.

Ral ston swung in a great arc across the darkening sky, the gale plucking
viciously at his duffel and hood. Twice, wind and wave flung himout, still in
his chair, parallel to the yard-arm forcing himto wap both arms around the
yardarm and hang on for his life. On the second occasion he seenmed to strike his
face against the aerial, for he held his head for a few seconds afterwards, as
if he were dazed. It was then that he lost his gauntl ets—he nust have had them
in his lap, while naking sonme delicate adjustnent: they dropped down together,

di sappeared over the side

A few mnutes later, while Vallery and Turner were standing am dshi ps exam ning
t he danage the notor-boat had suffered in Scapa Flow, a short, stocky figure
cane hurriedly out of the after screen door, nmade for the fo'c'sle at an awkward
stunbling run. He pulled up abruptly at the sight of the Captain and the
Commander: they saw it was Hastings, the Master-at-Arns.



"What's the matter, Hastings?" Vallery asked curtly. He always found it
difficult to conceal his dislike for the Master-at-Arnms, his dislike for his
harshness, his uncalled-for severity.

"Trouble on the bridge, sir" Hastings jerked out breathlessly. Vallery could
have sworn to a gleam of satisfaction in his eye. "Don't know exactly what—eould
hardly hear a thing but the wind on the phone. ... | think you'd better cone,
sir."

They found only three people on the bridge: Etherton, the gunnery officer, one
hand still clutching a phone, worried, unhappy: Ralston, his hands hanging
| oosely by his sides, the palnms raw and torn, the face ghastly, the chin with
the dead pallor of frostbite, the forehead masked in furrowed, frozen bl ood
and, lying in a corner, Sub-Lieutenant Cars-lake, nmpaning in agony, only the
whites of his eyes showing, stupidly fingering his smashed nmouth, the torn
bl eedi ng gaps in his prom nent upper teeth.
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"Good CGod!" Vallery ejacul ated. "Good God above!" He stood there, his hand on
the gate, trying to grasp tRe significance of the scene before him Then his

mout h cl anped shut and he swung round on the Gunnery Oficer.

" What the devil's happened here, Etherton?" he denmanded harshly. " Wat is all
this? Has Carsl ake------ "

" Ralston hit him sir," Etherton broke in.
" Don't be so bloody silly, Guns!" Turner grunted.
"Exactly!™ Vallery's voice was inpatient. "W can see that. Wy?"

" A WT. nessenger cane up for the ' Safe-to-Transnmit' boards. Carslake gave
them to hi mabout ten minutes ago, |—+ think."

" You think! Where were you, Etherton, and why did you permt it? You know very
well . . ." Vallery broke off short, renmenbering the presence of Ralston and the
MA. A

Et herton nmuttered something. His words were inaudible in the gale
Vall ery bent forward. "Wat did you say, Etherton?"

" | was down below, sir." Etherton was |ooking at the deck. "Just—ust for a

monent, sir."

" 1 see. You were down below. " Vallery's voice was controlled now, quiet and

even; his eyes held an expression that promised ill for Etherton. He |ooked
round at Turner. " Is he badly hurt, Conmander?"
"He'll survive," said Turner briefly. He had Carslake on his feet now, stil

nmoani ng, his hand covering his snashed nout h.

For the first tinme, the Captain seened to notice Ralston. He |ooked at him for
a few seconds—an eternity on that bitter, stormlashed bridge—then spoke,
nmonosyl | abi c, om nous, thirty years of comrand behind the word.



"Wl ?"
Ral ston's face was frozen, expressionless. H's eyes never |eft Carslake

Yes, sir. | didit. | hit himthe treacherous, nurdering bastard!"
"Ral ston!" The MA-A.'s voice was a whipl ash.

Suddenly Ral ston's shoul ders sagged. Wth an effort, he |ooked away from
Car sl ake, | ooked wearily at Vallery.

" I'msorry. | forgot. He's got a stripe on his armenly ratings are bastards.”
Val |l ery winced at the bitterness. " But he------ "

" You've got frosthite."
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"Rub your chin, man!" Turner interrupted sharply.

Slow y, nechanically, Ralston did as he was told. He used the back of his hand
Val | ery winced again as he saw the pal mof the hand, raw and nutilated, skin and
fl esh hanging in strips. The agony of that bare-handed descent ~.fromthe
yardarm

" He tried to nurder me, sir. It was deliberate." Ralston sounded tired

" Do you realise what you are saying?" Vallery's voice was as icy as the wi nd

that swept over Langanes. But he felt the first, faint chill of fear.
" He tried to murder nme, sir," Ralston repeated tonelessly. " He returned the
boards five minutes before | left the yard-arm WT. nust have started

transmitting just as soon as | reached the nmast, conming down."

Nonsense, Ral ston. How dare you------

"He's right, sir.” It was Etherton speaking. He was replacing the receiver
carefully, his voice unhappy. " |'ve just checked."

The chill of fear settled deeper on Vallery's nmind. Al nost desperately he said

Anyone can nmeake a m stake. Ignorance may be cul pable, but------ "

" Ignorance!" The weariness had vani shed from Ralston as if it had never been
He took two quick steps forward. " Ignorance | | gave him these boards, sir,
when | came to the bridge. | asked for the Oficer of the Watch and he said he
was— didn't know the Gunnery O ficer was on duty, sir. Wen | told himthat the
boards were to be returned only to nme, he said: ' | don't want any of your
damed i nsol ence, Ralston. | know ny job—you stick to yours. Just you get up
there and performyour heroics.' He knew, sir."

Carsl ake burst from the Commander's supporting arm turned and appealed wildly
to the Captain. The eyes were white and staring, the whole face working

" That's a lie, sir! It's a damed, filthy lie!"™ He nouthed the words, slurred
t hem t hrough smashed lips. " | never said . "



The words crescendoed into a coughi ng, choking scream as Ralston's fist smashed
viciously, terribly into the torn, bubbling nmouth. He staggered drunkenly
through the port gate, crashed into the chart house, slid down to lie on the
deck, huddled and white and still. Both Turner and the M AA

82

had at once leapt forward to pinion the L.T.O's arnms, but he nade no attenpt
to nove.

Above and beyond the how of the wind, the bridge seened strangely silent. When
Val | ery spoke, his voice was quite expressionless.

"Commander, you mnight phone for a couple of our marines. Have Carsl ake taken
down to his cabin and ask Brooks to have a |look at him Master-at-Arns?"

n Si r ?ll
" Take this rating to the Sick Bay, |let him have any necessary treatnent. Then
put himin cells. Wth an armed guard. Understand?"

" 1 understand, sir."
voi ce.

There was no mstaking the satisfaction in Hastings's

Val l ery, Turner and the Gunnery Oficer stood in silence as Ralston and the
MA A left, in silence as two burly marines carried Carslake, still senseless,
off the bridge and below. Vallery noved after them broke step at Etherton's
voi ce behind him

n Si r ?II
Vallery did not even turn round. " I'l|l see you later, Ether-ton."
" No, sir. Please. This is inmportant."”

Sonething in the Gunnery Oficer's voice held Vallery. He turned back,
i mpatiently.

I"m not concerned with excusing nyself, sir. There's no excuse." The eyes

were fixed steadily on Vallery. " | was standing at the Asdic door when Ral ston
handed the boards to Carslake. | overheard them-every word they said."
Val l ery's face becane very still. He glanced at Turner, saw that he, too, was

waiting intently.

"And Ral ston's version of the conversation?" In spite of hinself, Vallery's
voi ce was rough, edged with suspense

" Conpletely accurate, sir." The words were hardly audible. " In every detail
Ral ston told the exact truth."

Val lery closed his eyes for a nonent, turned slowy, heavily away. He nade no
protest as he felt Turner's hand under his arm hel pi ng hi m down the steep

| adder. O d Socrates had told hima hundred tines that he carried the ship on
his back. He could feel the weight of it now, the crushing burden of every | ast
ounce of it.



Vallery was at dinner with Tyndall, in the Admiral's day
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cabin, when the nessage arrived. Sunk in private thought, he gazed down at his
unt ouched food as Tyndall snoothed out the signal

The Adnmiral cleared his throat.

On course. On tine. Sea noderate, wi nd freshening. Expect rendezvous as
pl anned. Conmodore 77."

He laid the signal down. " Good God! Seas noderate, fresh windl Do you reckon
he's in the sanme dammed ocean as us?"

Vallery smled faintly.

" This is it, sir.

" This is it," Tyndall echoed. He turned to the nessenger

Make a signal. You are running into severe storm Rendezvous unchanged. You
may be delayed. WII|l remain at rendezvous until your arrival.' That clear
enough, Captain?"

"Shoul d be, sir. Radio silence?"

"Ch, yes. Add 'Radio silence. Admiral, 14th A C.S.' CGet it off at once, wll
you? Then tell WT. to shut down thensel ves."

The door shut softly. Tyndall poured hinself sone coffee, |ooked across at
Val | ery.

" That boy still on your mnd, Dick?"

Vallery snmiled non-comrittally, lit a cigarette. At once he began to cough
harshly.

" Sorry, sir," he apologised. There was silence for sone tine, then he | ooked

up quizzically.

What nmad anbition drove ne to becone a cruiser captain?" he asked sadly.

Tyndall grinned. " | don't envy you. ... | seemto have heard this conversation
bef ore. What are you going to do about Ralston, Dick?"

What woul d you do, sir?" Vallery countered

Keep him |l ocked up till we return from Russia. On a bread-and-water diet, in
irons if you like."

Vall ery sm | ed.

You never were a very good liar, John."

Tyndal | | aughed. Touche \" He was warned, secretly pleased. Rarely did
Ri chard Vallery break through his self-inposed code of formality. " A heinous



of fence, we all know, to clout one of H M commssioned officers, but if Ether-
ton's story is true, ny only regret is that Ralston didn't give Brooks a really
| arge-scal e job of replanning that young swine's face."
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"It's true, all right, I'mafraid," said Vallery soberly. " Wiat it anounts to
is that naval discipline—eh, how old Starr would | ove this—onpels ne to punish
a woul d-be nurderer's victimI|" He broke off in a fresh paroxysm of coughing
and Tyndal |l | ooked away: he hoped the distress wasn't showing in his face, the
pity and anger he felt that Vallery—that very perfect, gentle knight, the finest
gentl eman and friend he had ever known—shoul d be coughing Kis heart out, visibly
dying on his feet, because of the blind inhumanity of an S.N.O in London, two

thousand miles away. " A victim" Vallery went on at last, " who has already
lost his nother, brother and three sisters. ... | believe he has a father at sea
somewhere. "

"And Car sl ake?"

" | shall see himto-norrow. | should like you to be there, sir. | wll tell
himthat he will remain an officer of this ship till we return to Scapa, then
resign his comrission. ... | don't think he'd care to appear at a court-marti al

even as a witness," he finished dryly.

" Not if he's sane, which | doubt," Tyndall agreed. A sudden thought struck
him " Do you think he is sane?" he frowned.

"Carslake," Vallery hesitated. "Yes, | think so, sir. At least, he was. Brooks
isn'"t so sure. Says he didn't like the |Iook of himto-night—something queer
about him he thinks, and in these abnormal conditions snall provocations are
magni fied out of all proportion.” Vallery smled briefly. "™ Not that Carslake is
liable to regard the twin assaults on pride and person as a snall provocation."

Tyndal | nodded agreenment. " He'll bear watching. . . . Ch, damm! | wish the
ship would stay still. Half ny coffee on the tablecloth. Young Spicer"—he | ooked
towards the pantry— will be as mad as hell. N neteen years old and a regul ar
tyrant. ... | thought these would be sheltered waters, Dick?"

So they are, conpared to what's waiting for us. Listen!"™ He cocked his head
to the howing of the wind outside. " Let's see what the weather nan has to say
about it."

He reached for the desk phone, asked for the transnmitting station. After a
bri ef conversation he replaced the receiver.

" T.S. says the anenoneter is going crazy. Qusting up to eighty knots. Stil
north-west. Tenperature steady at ten below " He shivered. "Ten below " Then
| ooked consideringly at Tyndall. " Baroneter alnost steady at 27.8."
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"What ! "

"27.8. That's what they say. It's inmpossible, but that's what they say." He
glanced at his wist-watch. " Forty-five mnutes, sir. . . . This is a very
complicated way of conmitting suicide.”



They were silent for a minute, then Tyndall spoke for both of them answering
the question in both their m nds.

" We must go, Dick. W nust. And by the way, our fire-eating young Captain CD),
the doughty Or, wants to acconpany us in the Sirrus. . . . W'Ill let himtag
along a while. He has things to learn, that young nman."

At 2020 all ships had conpleted oiling. Hove to, they had had the utnopst
difficulty in keeping position in that great wind; but they were infinitely
safer than in the open sea. They were given orders to proceed when the weat her
noder ated, the Defender and escorts to Scapa, the squadron to a position 100
mles ENE. of rendezvous. Radio silence was to be strictly observed

At 2030 the U ysses and Sirrus got under way to the East. Lights wi nked after
them nessages of good luck. Fluently, Tyndall cursed the squadron for the
breach of darken-ship regulations, realised that, barring thenselves there was
no one on CGod's earth to see the signals anyway, and ordered a courteous
acknow edgment .

At 2045, still two miles short of Langanes point, the Sirrus was plunging
desperately in nountai nous seas, shipping great masses of water over her entire
fo' c'sle and main deck, and, in the darkness, looking far less |ike a destroyer
than a porpoi sing submari ne.

At 2050, at reduced speed, she was observed to be noving in close to such
slight shelter as the land afforded there. At the sanme tinme, her six-inch Aldis
flashed her signal: " Screen doors stove in: ' A turret not tracking: flooding
port boiler-roomintake fans." And on the Sirrus's bridge Comrander Or swore in
chagrin as he received the Uysses's final message: " Lesson w thout words, No
1. Rejoin squadron at once. You can't come out to play with the big boys." But
he swal |l owed his disappointnent, signalled: " WIco. Just you wait till | grow
up,” pulled the Sirrus round in a nadly swinging half-circle and headed
thankfully back for shelter. Aboard the flagship, it was lost to sight al nost
i medi ately.

At 2100, the Uysses noved out into the Denmark Strait.
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CHAPTER SI X

TUESDAY NI GHT

IT WAS the worst storm of the war. Beyond all doubt, had the records been
preserved for Adnmiralty inspection, that would have proved to be inconparably
the greatest storm the nost trenendous convul sion of nature since these
recordi ngs began. Living nenory aboard the U ysses that night, a vast
accumul ati on of experience in every corner of the globe, could certainly recal
not hing even renotely like it, nothing that would even begin to bear conparison
as a parallel or precedent.

At ten o'clock, with all doors and hatches battened shut, with all traffic
prohi bited on the upper deck, with all crews withdrawn from gun-turrets and
magazi nes and all normal deck watchkeeping stopped for the first tine since her
conmi ssioning, even the taciturn Carrington admitted that the Caribbean
hurri canes of the autums of '34 and '37-when he'd run out of sea-room been
forced to heave-to in the dangerous right-hand quadrant of both these nurderous



cycl ones—had been no worse than this. But the two ships he had taken through
these—a 3,000-ton tranp and a superannuated tanker on the New York asphalt run—
had not been in the sanme class for seaworthiness as the Uysses. He had little
doubt as to her ability to survive. But what the First Lieutenant did not know,
what nobody had any neans of guessing, was that this howing gale was still only
the deadly overture. Like sone nindless and dreadful beast from an ancient and
other world, the Polar nobnster crouched on its own doorstep, waiting. At 2230
the Uysses crossed the Arctic Circle. The nonster struck.

It struck with a feral ferocity, with an appalling savagery that smashed ninds
and bodies into a stunned unknow ngness. Its claws were hurtling rapiers of ice
that slashed across a man's face and left it welling red: its teeth were that
subzero wi nd, gusting over 120 knots, that ripped and tore through the tissue
paper of Arctic clothing and sunk home to the bone: its voice was the devil's
orchestra, the roar of a great wind mngled with the banshee shrieking of
tortured rigging, a requiem for fiends: its weight was the crushing
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power of the hurricane wind that pinned a man hel plessly to a bul khead,
fighting for breath, or flung himoff his feet to crash in some distant corner,
br oken-1inmbed and sensel ess. Baul ked of prey in its 500-ml|e sweep across the
frozen wastes of the Greenland ice-cap, it goaded the cruel sea into hom cida
alliance and flung itself, titanic in its energy, ravenous in its how ing, upon
t he cockl eshell that was the U ysses.

The U ysses should have died then. Nothing built by man could ever have hoped
to survive. She should just have been pressed under to destruction, or turned
turtle, or had her back broken, or disintegrated under these m ghty hanmer-bl ows
of wind and sea. But she did none of these things.

How she ever survived the .insensate fury of that first attack, God only knew.
The great wi nd caught her on the bow and flung her round in a 45&deg; arc and
pressed her far over on her side as she fell+4iterally fell—forty heart-stopping
feet over and down the precipitous walls of a giant trough. She crashed into the
valley with a tremendous concussion that jarred every plate, every Cyde-built
rivet in her hull. The vibration lasted an eternity as overstressed netal fought
to re-adjust itself, as steel compressed and stretched far beyond specified
breaki ng | oads. Mraculously she held, but the sands were running out. She |ay
far over on her starboard side, the gunwales dipping: half a mle away, towering
hi gh above the nast-top, a great wall of water was roaring down on the hel pless
shi p.

The "Dude" saved the day. The "Dude," alternatively known as " Persil," but
officially as Engi neer-Conmander Dodson, imraculately clad as usual in overalls
of the nost dazzling white, had been at his control position in the engine-room
when that trenendous gust had struck. He had no nmeans of know ng what had
happened. He had no neans of knowi ng that the ship was not under conmand, that
no one on the bridge had as yet recovered fromthat first shattering inpact: he
had no neans of knowi ng that the quarter-master had been thrown unconscious into
a corner of the wheel-house, that his mate, alnost a child in years, was too
pani c-stricken to dive for the madly-spi nning wheel. But he did know that the
U ysses was listing crazily, alnost broadside on, and he suspected the cause

H s shouts on the bridge tube brought no reply. He pointed to the port
controls, roared " Slow " in the ear of the Engin- ; eer WO —then |eapt quickly
for the starboard wheel. |
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Fifteen seconds later and it would have been too late. As it was, the
accel erating starboard screw brought her round just far enough to take that
roaring nountain of water under her bows, to dig her stern in to the |evel of

the depth-charge rails, till forty feet of her airborne keel |ay poised above
the abyss bel ow. Wen she plunged down, again tnat sane shuddering vibration
envel oped the entire hull. The fo'c'sle disappeared far below the surface, the

sea flowi ng over and past the arnoured side of " A " turret. But she was bows on
again. At once the " Dude" signalled his WO for nore revolutions, cut back the
starboard engine.

Bel ow decks, everything was an unspeakabl e shanbles. On the ness-decks, stee
| ockers in their scores had broken adrift, been thrown in a dozen different
directions, bursting hasps, and locks, spilling their contents everywhere
Hanmocks had been catapulted from their racks, snashed crockery littered the
decks: tables were twi sted and smashed, broken stools stuck up at crazy angl es,
books, papers, teapots, kettles and crockery were scattered in insane profusion
And amidst this junbled, sliding weckage, hundreds of shouting, cursing,
frightened and exhausted nen struggled to their feet, or knelt, or sat, or just
lay still.

Sur geon- Commander Brooks and Lieutenant Nicholls, with an inspired, untiring
padre as good as a third doctor, were worked off their feet. The veteran Leadi ng
S. B. A. Johnson, oddly enough, was al nost usel ess—he was violently sick nmuch of
the time, seened to have lost all heart: no one knew why —t was just one of
these things and he had taken all he could.

Men were brought in to the Sick Bay in their dozens, in their scores, a
constant trek that continued all night long as the Uysses fought for her life
a trek that soon overcrowded the neagre space available and turned the wardroom
into an energency hospital. Bruises, cuts, dislocations, concussions, fractures—
t he exhausted doctors experienced everything that night. Serious injuries were
fortunately rare, and inside three hours there were only nine bed-patients in
the Sick Bay, including A B. Ferry, his already nmangled arm snashed in two
pl aces—a bitterly protesting Riley and his fell ow nmutineers had been
uncerenoniously turfed out to make room for the nore seriously injured

About 2330, Nicholls was called to treat the Kapok Kid. Lurching, falling and
staggering in the wildly gyrating ship,
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he finally found the Navigator in his cabin. He |ooked very unhappy. N cholls
eyed him specul atively, saw the deep, ugly gash on his forehead, the swollen
ankl e peeping out below the Kapok Kid's Mrtian survival suit. Bad enough, but
hardly a borderline case, although one wouldn't have thought so from the
m serable, worried expression. N cholls grinned inwardly.

" Well, Horatio," he said unkindly, " what's supposed to be the matter with
you? Been drinking agai n?"

It's my back, Johnny," he nmuttered. He turned facedown on the bunk. Have a

look at it, will you?"

Ni chol Fs expression changed. He noved forward, then stopped short.



" How the hell can I," he demanded irritably, " when you' re wearing that dammed
ugly suit of yours?"

" That what | nean," said the Kapok Kid anxiously. " | was thrown against the
searchlight controls—all knobs and nasty, sharp projections. Is it torn? Is it
ripped, cut in any way? Are the seans------ "

"Well, for God's sake! Do you nmean to tell me------ ?"
Ni chol I s sank back incredul ously on a | ocker
The Kapok Kid | ooked at him hopefully.

"Does that nmean it's all right?"

" O course it's all right! If it's a blasted tailor you want, why the hell----

Enough! " The Kapok Kid swung briskly on to the side of his bunk, lifting an

adnonitory hand. " There is work for you, sawbones." He touched his bl eeding
forehead. " Stitch this up and waste no time about it. A man of my calibre is
urgently needed on the bridge. . . . I'mthe only man on this ship who has the

fai ntest idea where we are."
Busy with a swab, Nicholls grinned. " And where are we?"

"I don't know," said the Kapok Kid frankly. "That's what's so urgent about it.
But | do know where | was | Back in Henley. Did | ever tell you . . .?"

The U ysses did not die. Time and again that night, hove | to with the w nd
fine of her starboard bow, as her bows | crashed into and under the far shoul der
of a trough, it | seenmed that she could never shake free fromthe great press 1
of water. But tine and again she did just that, shuddering, | quivering under
the fantastic strain. A thousand tines be- ! fore dawn officers and nen bl essed
the genius of the dyde
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ship-yard that had nade her: a thousand tines they cursed the blind mal evol ence
of that great stormthat put the Uysses on the rack.

Perhaps " blind" was not the right word. The stormwi elded its wild hate with
an al rost human cunning. Shortly after the first onslaught, the wind had veered
qui ckly, incredibly so and in defiance of all the |aws, back alnpost to the north
again. The U ysses was on a |lee shore, forced to keep pounding into gigantic
seas.

G ganti c—and cunning al so. Roaring by the U ysses, a huge conber would suddenly
whip round and crash on deck, smashing a boat to smithereens. Inside an hour,
the barge, notor-boat and two whalers were gone, their shattered tinbers swept
away in the boiling cauldron. Carley rafts were broken off by the sudden hammrer-
bl ows of the sane cunning waves, swept over the side and gone for ever: four of
the Bal sa floats went the sanme way.

But the nost cunning attack of all was made right aft on the poop-deck. At the
hei ght of the storm a series of heavy explosions, half a dozen in as many



seconds, alnost lifted the stern out of the water. Panic spread like wildfire in
the after mess-decks: practically every light abaft the after engine-room
smashed or failed. In the darkness of the ness-decks, above the clanour, high-
pitched cries of "Torpedoed!'" 44Mned!" " She's breaking up!" gal vani sed
exhausted, injured nmen, even those—npre than half—n various degrees of
prostration from seasickness, into frantic stanpeding towards doors and hatches,
only to find doors and hatches jamred solidly by the intense cold. Here and
there, the automatic battery lanps had clicked on when the lighting circuits
failed: glowing little pin-points, they played on isolated groups of white,
contorted faces, sunken-eyed and straining, as they struggled through the yell ow
pools of light. Conditions were ripe for disaster when a voice, harsh, nocking,
cut cleanly through the bedlam The voice was Ral-ston's: he had been rel eased
before nine o' clock, on the Captain's orders: the cells were in the very
forepeak of the ship, and conditions there were inpossible in a head sea: even
so, Hastings had freed himonly with the worst possible grace

441t's our own depth charges! Do you hear ne, you bl oody fools—t's our own

depth charges!"” It was not so nmuch the words as the biting nockery, that stopped
short the
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pani ¢, halted dazed, unthinking men in their tracks. " They're our depth
charges, | tell you! They nust have been washed over the side!"

He was right. The entire contents of a rack had broken adrift, lifted from

their cradles by sonme freak wave, and tunbled over the side. Through sone
oversight, they had been left set at their shallow setting—those put on for the
m dget submarine in Scapa—and had gone of |l f alnpst directly under the ship. The
damage, it seened, was only m nor

Up in" A" nmess-deck, right for'ard, conditions were even worse. There was
nore w eckage on the decks and far nore seasickness—ot the green-faced,
slightly ludicrous nalai se of the cross-channel steamer, but tearing rendering
conversions, dark and heavy with bl ood—for the bows had been rearing and
pl ungi ng, rearing and plunging, thirty, forty, fifty feet at a time for endless,
hopel ess hours; but there was an even nore sinister agent at work, rapidly
maki ng the ness-deck untenable.

At the for'ard end of the capstan flat, which adjoined the nmess-deck, was the
battery-room |In here were stored, or on charge a hundred and one different
batteries, ranging fromthe heavy | ead-acid batteries wei ghing over a hundred
pounds to the tiny nickel-calmumcells for the energency lighting. Here, too,
were stored earthenware jars of prepared acid and big, glass carboys of
undi l uted sul phuric. These |last were pernanently stored: in heavy weather, the
big batteries were |ashed down.

No one knew what had happened. It seened |ikely—eertain, indeed—that acid spilt
fromthe batteries by the tremendous pitching had eaten through the | ashings.
Then a battery nust have broken | oose and snmashed another, and another, and
anot her, and then the jars and carboys until the entire floor—fortunately of
acid-resisting naterial -was awash to a depth of five or six inches in sulphuric
aci d.

A young torpedoman, on a routine check, had opened the door and seen the
spl ashing sea of acid inside. Panicking, and recalling vaguely that caustic
soda, stored in quantities just outside, was a neutraliser for sulphuric, he had



enptied a forty-pound carton of it into the battery-room he was in the Sick Bay
now, blinded. The acid fumes saturated the capstan flat, making entry inpossible
wi t hout breathing equipnent, and was seeping back, slowy, insidiously, into the
mess-deck: nore deadly still hundreds of gallons of salt water from sprung deck-
pl ates and broken capstan speaki ng
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tubes were surging crazily around the flat: already the air was tainted with
the first traces of chlorine gas. On the deck imediately above, Hartley and two
seanen, belayed with ropes, had made a brief, hopelessly gallant attenpt to plug
the gaping holes: all three, battered into near senselessness by the great waves
pounding the fo'c'sle, were dragged off within a mnute

For the nen below, it was disconfort, danger and desperate physical illness
for the bare handful of nen above, the officers and ratings on the bridge, it
was pure undiluted hell. But a hell not of our latter-day inmagining, a strictly

Eastern and Biblical conception, but the hell of our ancient North-European
ancestors, of the Vikings, the Danes, the Jutes, of Beowul f and the nonster-
haunt ed neres—the hell of eternal cold.

True, the tenperature registered a nere 10&deg; bel ow zero—42&deg; of frost.
Men have been known to live, even to work in the open, at far |ower

tenperatures. What is not so well known, what is barely realised at all, is that
when freezing point has been passed, every extra nmile per hour of wind is
equivalent, in terms of pure cold as it reacts on a hunan being, to a 1l&deg

drop in tenperature. Not once, but several times that night, before it had
finally raced itself to destruction, the anenometer had recorded gusts of over
125 mp. h., wave-flattening gusts that sundered stays and all but tore the
funnels off. For mnutes on end, the shrieking, screamng wind held steady at
100 mp. h. and above—+the total equivalent, for these nunbed, paral ysed creatures
on the bridge, of sonething well below a 100&dleg; bel ow zero

Five minutes at a tine was enough for any man on the bridge, then he had to
retire to the Captain's shelter. Not that manning the bridge was nore than a
gesture anyway—it was inpossible to look into that terrible wind: the cold
woul d have seared the eyeballs blind, the ice would have gouged them out. And it
was i npossible even to see through the Kent C ear-view wi ndscreens. They still
spun at high speed, but uselessly: the ice-laden storm a gigantic sand-bl aster
had starred and abraded the plate glass until it was conpletely opaque

It was not a dark night. It was possible to see above, abeam and astern. Above,
pat ches of night-blue sky and handfuls of stars could be seen at fleeting
intervals, obscured as soon as seen by the scudding, shredded cloud-wack. Abeam
and astern, the sea was an inky black, laced with
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boiling white. Gone now were the serried ranks of yesterday, gone, too, the
decorative white-caps: here now were only nmssive nountains of water, broken and
confused, breaking this way and that, but always tending south. Some of these
novi ng ranges of water—by no stretch of the inmmagination, only by proxy, could

they be called waves—were small, insignificant—n size of a suburban house
others held a mllion tons of water, towered seventy to eighty feet, |oom ng
terrifyingly against the horizon, big enough to drown a cathedral. ... As the

Kapok Kid remarked, the best thing to do with these waves was to | ook the other
way. Mre often than not, they passed harm essly by, plunging the Uysses into



the depths: rarely, they curled over and broke their tops into the bridge
soaking the unfortunate O ficer of the Watch. He had then to be renpbved at once
or he would literally have frozen solid within a mnute

So far they had survived, far beyond the expectation of any man. But, as they
were blind ahead, there was always the worry of what would cone next. Wuld the
next sea be normal for that storm that was—er sone nanel ess juggernaut that
woul d push them under for ever? The suspense never lifted, a suspense doubl ed by
the fact that when the U ysses reared and crashed down, it did so soundl essly,
sightlessly. They could judge its intensity only by novenent and vibration: the
sound of the sea, everything, was drowned in the Satanic cacophony of that
howing wind in the upper works and riggi ng.

About two in the norning—+t was just after the depth-charge expl osi ons—sone of
the senior officers had staged their own private mutiny. The Captain, who had
been persuaded to go below | ess than an hour previously, exhausted and shaking
uncontrollably with cold, had been wakened by the depth-charging and had
returned to the bridge. He found his way barred by the Commander and Comrander
West-cliffe, who bundled himquietly but firmy into the shelter. Turner heaved
the door to, switched on the light. Vallery was nore puzzled than angry.

" What—what in the world does this nean?" he denmanded.
44Mut i ny!" booned Turner happily. His face was covered in blood from flying
splinters of ice. " On the High Seas, is the technical term | believe. Isn't

that so, Admral?"

44Exactly," the Admiral agreed. Vallery swung round
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startled: TyndaU was lying in state on the bunk. " Mnd you, |'ve no
jurisdiction over a Captain in his own ship; but | can't see a thing." He lay

back on the bunk, eyes elaborately closed in seem ng exhaustion. Only Tyndall
knew t hat he wasnt pretending.

Vallery said nothing. He stood there clutching a handrail, his face grey and
"haggard, his eyes blood-red and drugged with sleep. Turner felt a knife tw st

i nside himas he |ooked at him Wen he spoke, his voice was | ow and earnest, so
unusual for himthat he caught and held Vallery's attention.

" Sir, this is no night for a naval captain. Danger from any quarter except the
sea itself just doesn't exist. Agreed?"

Val | ery nodded silently.
" It's a night for a seaman, sir. Wth all respect, | suggest that neither of
us is in the class of Carrington—he's just a different breed of nman."

" Nice of you to include yourself, Commander,"” Vallery murnured. " And quite
unnecessary."

"The first Lieutenant will remain on the bridge all night So will Wstcliffe
here. So will [I."

" Me, too," grunted TyndaU. "But |'m going to sleep.” He |ooked al nost as

tired, as haggard as Vallery.



Turner grinned. "Thank you, sir. Well, Captain, |I'mafraid it's going to be a
bit overcrowded here to-night. . . . Wel| see you after breakfast."

& aquo; But------

But me no buts,” Westcliffe nurnured.

Pl ease," Turner insisted. You will do us a favour.'

Vallery | ooked at him " As Captain of the Uysses . . " H's voice tailed off.
| don't know what to say."

" 1 do," said Turner briskly, his hand on Vallery's el bow Let's go below "

" Don't think I can nanage by nyself, eh?" Vallery sniled faintly.

" 1 do. But I'mtaking no chances. Cone along, sir.

" Al right, all right." He sighed tiredly. " Anything for a quiet life .
and a night's sleep I"

Reluctantly, with a great effort, Lieutenant N cholls dragged hinself up from
the mst-fogged depths of exhausted sleep. Slowy, reluctantly, he opened his
eyes. The U ysses, he realised, was still rolling as heavily, plunging as
si ckeningly
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as ever. The Kapok Kid, forehead swathed in bandages, the rest of his face
pocked with bl ood, was bending over him He |ooked disgustingly cheerful

"Hark, hark, the lark, etcetera," the Kapok Kid grinned. "And how are we thJs
norni ng?" he minmcked unctuously. The Hon. Carpenter held the nedical profession
in | ow esteem

Ni cholI's focused blurred eyes on him " Wat's the matter, Andy? Anything
wrong?" "Wth Messrs. Carrington and Carpenter in charge," said the Kapok Kid
loftily, "nothing could be wong. Want to come up top, see Carrington do his
stuff? He's going to turn the ship round. In this little lot, it should be worth
seei ng!"

"What! Danmit to belli Have you woken nme just------

" Brother, when this ship turns, you would wake up anyway—probably on the deck
with a broken neck. But as it so happens, Jimmy requires your assistance. At
| east, he requires one of these heavy plate-glass squares which | happen to know
you have in great numbers in the dispensary. But the dispensary's |ocked—+ tried
it," he added shanel essly. " But what—+ nean—plate glass— " Conme and see for
yoursel f," the Kapok Kid invited.

It was dawn now, a wild and terrible dawn, fit epilogue for a nightnare.
Strange, trailing bands of msty-white vapour swept by barely at mast-top |evel
but high above the sky was clear. The seas, still gigantic, were shorter now,
much shorter, and even steeper: the Uysses was slowed right down, with barely
enough steerage way to keep her head up—and even then, taking severe punishment
in the precipitous head seas. The wi nd had dropped to a steady fifty knots—gale



force: even at that, it seared like fire in Nicholls's lungs as he stepped out
on the flap-deck, blinded himwth ice and cold. Hastily he wapped scarves over
"his entire face, clanbered up to the bridge by touch and instinct. The Kapok
Kid followed with the glass. As they clinbed, they heard the |oudspeakers
crackling sonme unintelligible nessage

Turner and Carrington were alone on the twflit bridge, swathed |ike nmumi es.
Not even their eyes were visible—they wore goggl es.

" "Morning, Nicholls,” boomed Hie Commander. " It is Ncholls, isn't it?" He
pul l ed off his goggles, his back turned to the bitter wind, threw them away in
disgust. " Can't see
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damm' all through these bloody things. . . . Ah, Nunber One, he's got the
gl ass. "

Ni choll's crouched in the for'ard lee of the conpass platform In a corner, the
duckboards were littered with goggles, eye-shields and gas-nmasks. He jerked his
head towards them

"What's thi s—a cl earance sal e?"

"We're turning round, Doc." It was Carrington who answered, his voice calm and
precise as ever, without a trace of exhaustion. " But we've got to see where
we're going, and as the Commander says, all these damm' things there are
usel ess—ni st up imediately they're put on—+t's too cold. If you'll just hold
it—so—and if you would wipe it, Andy?"

Ni chol ls | ooked at the great seas. He shuddered.

Excuse ny ignorance, but why turn round at all?"

Because it will be inpossible very shortly," Carrington answered briefly.
Then he chuckled. " This is going to make ne the npbst unpopular man in the ship.
W' ve just broadcast a warning. Ready, sir?"

" Stand by, engine-room stand by, wheel house. Ready, Nunmber One.™

For thirty seconds, forty-five, a whole mnute, Carrington stared steadily,

unblinkingly through the glass. Nicholls's hands froze. The Kapok Kid rubbed
i ndustriously. Then:

"Hal f - ahead, port!"

44Hal f - ahead, portl" Turner echoed.

"Starboard 20!"

" Starboard 20!"

Ni cholls risked a glance over his shoulder. In the split second before bis eyes
blinded, filled with tears, he saw a huge wave bearing down on them the bows

already sw nging diagonally away fromit. Good Godl Wy hadn't Carrington waited
until that was past?



The great wave flung the bows up, pushed the U ysses far over to starboard,
then passed under. The U ysses staggered over the top, corkscrewed w ckedly down
the other side, her nasts, great gleaming tree trunks thick and heavy with ice
swinging in a great arc as she rolled over, burying her port rails in the rising
shoul der of the next sea.

"Ful | ahead port!™"
44Ful | ahead port 1"
" St arboard 301"

" Starboard 301"

The next sea, passing beneath, nerely straightened the U ysses up. And then, at
ast, Nicholls understood. Incred-Hu. 97 D

i bly, because it had been inpossible to see so far ahead, Car-rington had known
that two opposing wave systens were due to interlock in an area of conparative
calm how he had sensed it, no one knew, would ever know, not even Carring-ton
hinsel f: but he was a great seaman, and he had known. For fifteen, twenty
seconds, the sea was a seething white nass of violently disturbed, conflicting
waves—of the type usually found, on a small scale, in tidal races and overfalls—
and the U ysses curved gratefully through. And then another great sea, towering
al nost to bridge height, caught her on the far turn of the quarter circle. It
struck the entire length of the U ysses—for the first tine that night—with
tremendous weight. It threw her far over on her side, the lee rails vanishing
Ni cholls was flung off his feet, crashed heavily into the side of the bridge,
the glass shattering. He could have sworn he heard Carrington |aughing. He
clawed his way back to the nmiddle of the conmpass platform

And still the great wave had not passed. It towered high above the trough into
which the U ysses, now heeeled far over to 40&deg;, had been so contenptuously
flung, bore down renorselessly from above and sought, in a lethal silence and

with an alnpst animstic savagery, to press her under. The inclinometer swung
rel entl essly over—45&deqg;, 50&deg;, 53&deg;, and hung there an eternity, while
nmen stood on the side of the ship, braced with their hands on the deck, nunbed
m nds barely grasping the inevitable. This was the end. The U ysses could never
cone back.

Alifetinme ticked agonisingly by. N cholls and Carpenter |ooked at each other,
bl ank-faced, expressionless. Tilted at that crazy angle, the bridge was
sheltered fromthe wind. Carrington's voice, calm conversational, carried with
amazing clarity.

44she'd go to 65&dJeg; and still come back,"” he said matter-of-factly. "
to your hats, gentlenen. This is going to be interesting.”

Hang on

Just as he finished, the Uysses shuddered, then inperceptibly, then slowy,
then with vicious speed lurched back and whi pped through an arc of 90&deg;, then
back again. Once nore Nicholls found hinself in the corner of the bridge. But
the U ysses was al nost round.

The Kapok Kid, grinning with relief, picked hinself up and tapped Carrington on
t he shoul der.

" Don't look now, sir, but we have | ost our nmai nmast."



It was a slight exaggeration, but the top fifteen feet, Wich
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had carried the after radar scanner, were undoubtedly gone. That, w cked,
doubl e whip-lash, with the weight of the ice, had been too nuch.

"Sl ow ahead both! M dships!™"

" Sl ow ahead both! M dships!”

St eady as she goes!”

The U ysses was round.

The Kapok Kid caught N cholls's eye, nodded at the First Lieutenant.
" See what | nean, Johnny?"

"Yes." N cholls was very quiet. "Yes, | see what you nean." Then he grinned
suddenly. " Next tinme you nmake a statenent, I'll just take your word for it, if
you don't mind. These denpbnstrations of proof take too damm' nuch out of a
person!"

Runni ng straight before the heavy stern sea, the U ysses was anazi ngly steady.
The wind, too, was dead astern now, the bridge in magical shelter. The scudding
nm st overhead had thinned out, was al nbst gone. Far away to the southeast a
dazzling white sun clinbed up above a cloudl ess horizon. The |ong night was
over.

An hour later, with the wind down to thirty knots, radar reported contacts to
the west. After another hour, with the wind al nost gone and only a heavy swell
runni ng, smoke plunmes tufted above the horizon. At 1030, in position, on tineg,
the U ysses rendezvoused with the convoy from Halifax.

CHAPTER SEVEN
VEDNESDAY NI GHT

THE CONVOY cane steadily up fromthe west, rolling heavily in cross seas, a
rich argosy, a magnificent prize for any Gernman wol f-pack. Eighteen ships in
this argosy, fifteen big, nodern cargo ships, three 16,000-ton tankers, carrying
a freight far nore valuable, infinitely nore vital, than any fleet of
qui nquerermes or galleons had ever known. Tanks, planes and petrol —what were gold
and jewels, silks and the rarest of spices conpared to these? &pound; 10, 000, 000,
&pound; 20, 000, 000—the total worth of that convoy was difficult to estimate: in
any event, its real value was not to be nmeasured in terns of noney.
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Aboard the nerchant ships, crews lined the decks as the U ysses steaned up
between the port and centre lines. Lined the decks and | ooked and wondered—and
t hanked their Maker they had been wide of the path of that great storm The

U ysses, seen from another deck, was a strange sight: broken-nasted, stripped of
her rafts, with her boat falls hauled taut over enpty cradles, she glistened
like crystal in the norning light: the great wind had blown away all snow, had



abraded and rubbed and polished the ice to a satin-snooth, transparent gl oss:
but on either side of the bows and before the bridge were huge patches of
crimson, where the hurricane sand-bl aster of that |ong night had stripped off
canouf | age and base coats, exposing the red |ead bel ow.

The Anerican escort was small—a heavy cruiser with a seaplane for spotting, two
destroyers and two near-frigates of the coastguard type. Small, but sufficient:
there was no need of escort carriers (although these frequently sailed with the
Atl antic convoys) because the Luftwaffe could not operate so far west, and the
wol f - packs, in recent nonths, had noved north and east of I|celand: there, they
were not only nearer base—they could nore easily lie astride the converging
convoy routes to Mirmansk.

ENE. they sailed in conpany, freighters, Anerican warships and the U ysses
until, late in the afternoon, the box-like silhouette of an escort carrier
bul ked high against the horizon. Half an hour later, at 1600, the Anerican
escorts slowed, dropped astern and turned, winking farewell nessages of good
luck. Aboard the U ysses, nen watched them depart with mxed feelings. They knew
these ships had to go, that another convoy would already be nustering off the
St. Lawence. There was none of the envy, the bitterness one night expect—and
had i ndeed been comon enough only a few weeks ago—anpng these exhausted men who
carried the brunt of the war. There was instead a carel ess acceptance of things
as they were, a quasi-cynical bravado, often a queer, high naneless pride that
hid itself beneath twisted jests and endl ess grunbling.

The 14th Aircraft Carrier Squadron—er what was left of it—was only two mles
away now. Tyndall, coming to the bridge, swore fluently as he saw that a carrier
and m nesweeper were nmissing. An angry signal went out to Captain Jeffries of
the Stirling, asking why orders had been disobeyed, where the nissing ships
wer e.

An Al dis nickered back its reply. Tyndall sat grimfaced
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and silent as Bentley read out the signal to him The Westler's steering gear
had broken down during the night. Even behind Langanes the weather position had
been severe, had worsened about m dnight when the wind had veered to the north
The Westler, even with two screws, had |ost alnpbst all steering comuand, and
in zero visibility and an effort to mamintain position, had gone too far ahead
and grounded on the Vejle bank. She had grounded on the top of the tide. She had
still been there, with the ninesweeper Eager in attendance, when the squadron
had sailed shortly after dawn.

Tyndall sat in silence for some mnutes. He dictated a WT. signal to the
Westler, hesitated about breaking radio silence, counternanded the signal, and
decided to go to see for hinmself. After all, it was only three hours' steam ng
di stance. He signalled the Stirling: " Take over squadron command: will rejoin
in the norning," and ordered Vallery to take the U ysses back to Langanes.

Val | ery nodded unhappily, gave the necessary orders. He was worried, badly so,
was trying hard not to showit. The |least of his worries was hinsel f, although
he knew, but never adnitted to anyone, that he was a very sick nman. He thought
wyly that he didn't have to adnmit it anyway—he was anused and touched by the
el aborate casual ness with which his officers sought to lighten his load, to show
their concern for him



He was worried, too, about his crewthey were in no fit state to do the

lightest work, to survive that killing cold, far less sail the ship and fight
her through to Russia. He was depressed, also, over the series of msfortunes
that had befallen the squadron since |leaving Scapa: it augured ill for the
future, and he had no illusions as to what |lay ahead for the crippled squadron

And always, a gnawing tornment at the back of his mind, he worried about Ralston.

Ral ston—that tall throwback to his Scandi navian ancestors, with his flaxen hair
and still blue eyes. Ral ston, whom nobody understood, w th whom nobody on the
ship had an intimate friendship, who went his own unsniling, self-possessed way.
Ral ston, who had nothing left to fight for, except nenories, who was one of the
nost reliable nen in the Uysses, extraordinarily decisive, conpetent and
resourceful in any enmergency—and who again found hinself under |ock and key. And
for nothing that any reasonable and just man could call fault of his own.
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On the bridge of the U ysses, Tyndall watched the carrier vanish into the
ni ght, zig-zagging as the captain tried to balance the steering on the two
screws.

"No doubt they'Il get the hang of it before they get to Scapa," he grow ed. He
felt cold, exhausted and only the way an Adniral can feel when he has | ost
three-quarters of his carrier force. He sighed wearily and turned to Vallery.

"When do you reckon we'll overtake the convoy?"

Val lery hesitated: not so the Kapok Kid.

"0805," he answered readily and precisely. "At twenty-seven knots, on the
ntersection course |I've just pencilled out."”

" Ch, nmy God!" Tyndall groaned. " That stripling again. Wiat did | ever do to
deserve him As it happens, young nan, it's inperative that we overtake before
dawn. "

Yes, sir." The Kapok Kid was inperturbable. " | thought so myself. On ny
alternative course, 33 knots, thirty mnutes before dawn."

"1 thought so nyself! Take himaway!" Tyndall raved. " Take himaway or |'lI
wrap his damed dividers round . .." He broke off, clinbed stiffly out of his
chair, took Vallery by the arm " Cone on, Captain. Let's go below. Wat the
hell's the use of a couple of ancient has-beens like us getting in the way of
yout h?" He passed out the gate behind the Captain, grinning tiredly to hinself.

The U ysses was at dawn Action Stations as the shadowy shapes of the convoy, a
bare mle ahead, lifted out of the greying gloom The great bulk of the Blue
Ranger, on the starboard quarter of the convoy, was unmi stakable. There was a
noderate swell running, but not enough to be unconfortable: the breeze was
light, fromthe west, the tenperature just below zero, the sky chill and
cloudl ess. The tine was exactly 0700.

At 0702, the Blue Ranger was torpedoed. The U ysses was two cabl e-1engths away,
on her starboard quarter: those on the bridge felt the physical shock of the
twin explosions, heard them shattering the stillness of the dawn as they saw two
searing colums of flanme fingering skywards, high above the Blue Ranger's bridge
and well aft of it. A second later they heard a signal man shouti ng sonething



unintelligible, saw him pointing forwards and downwards. It was another torpedo
running astern of the carrier, trailing its evil phosphorescent wake across the
heel s of the convoy, before spending itself in the darkness of the Arctic.
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Val | ery was shouting down the voice-pipe, pulling round the U ysses, stil

doi ng upwards of twenty knots, in a nmadly heeling, skidding turn, to avoid
collision with the slewing carrier. Three sets of Aldis lanps and the fighting
lights were already stuttering out the " Mintain Position " code signal to
ships in the convoy. Marshall, on the phone, was giving the stand-by order to
the depth-charge L. T.O: gun barrels were already depressing, peering hungrily
into the treacherous sea. The signal to the Sirrus stopped short, unneeded: the
destroyer, a half-seen blue in the darkness, was already knifing its way through
the convoy, white water piled high at its bows, headed for the estinated
position of the U boat.

The U ysses sheered by parallel to the burning carrier, less than 150 feet
away; travelling so fast, heeling so heavily and at such close range, it was
i npossible to gather nore than a blurred inpression, a tangled, confused menory
of heavy black snoke laced with roaring colums of flanme, appalling in that
near - dar kness, of a drunkenly listing flight-deck, of Gummans and Corsairs
cartwheel ing grotesquely over the edge to splash icy clouds of spray in shocked
faces, as the cruiser slewed away; and then the U ysses was round, headi ng back
south for the kill.

Wthin a mnute, the signal-lanp of tine Vectra, up front with the convoy,
started wi nking. " Contact, Green 70, closing : Contact, Green 70, closing.”

"A9know edge; " Tyndall ordered briefly;
The Al dis had barely begun to clack when the Vectra cut through the signal

" Contacts, repeat contacts. Geen 90, Geen 90. Cosing. Very close. Repeat
contacts, contacts."

Tyndal | cursed softly.

" Acknow edge. Investigate.”" He turned to Vallery. " Let's join him Captain.
This is it. Wl f-pack Nunber One—and in force. No bloody right to be here," he
added bitterly. " So nmuch for Admiralty Intelligence!"

The U ysses was round again, heading for the Vectra. It should have been
growing lighter now, but the Blue Ranger, her squadron fuel tanks on fire, a
gigantic torch against the eastern horizon, had the curious effect of throw ng
the surrounding sea into heavy darkness. She lay alnost athwart of the
flagship's course for the Vectra, loomng larger every mnute. Tyndall had his
ni ght glasses to his eyes, kept on nuttering: "The poor bastards, the poor
bastards!"”

The Bl ue Ranger was al nbst gone. She lay dead in the
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water, heeled far over to starboard, amunition and petrol tanks going up in a

constant series of crackling reports. Suddenly, a succession of dull, heavy
explosions runbled over the sea: the entire bridge island structure |urched



crazily sideways, held, then slowy, ponderously, deliberately, the whole
massi ve body of it toppled majestically into the glacial darkness of the sea

God only knew how many men perished with it, deep down in the Arctic, trapped in
its iron walls. They were the |ucky ones.

The Vectra, barely two niles ahead now, was pulling round south in a tight
circle. Vallery saw her, altered course to intercept. He heard Bentley shouting
sonething unintelligible fromthe fore corner of the conpass platform Vallery
shook his head, heard him shouting again, his voice desperate with some nanel ess
urgency, his arm pointing frantically over the w ndscreen, and |eapt up beside
hi m

The sea was on fire. Flat, calm burdened with hundreds of tons of fuel oil, it
was a vast carpet of licking, twisting flanmes. That nuch, for a second, and that
only, Vallery saw. then with heart-stoppi ng shock, with physically sickening
abrupt ness, he saw sonething else again: the burning sea was alive wth
swi mm ng, struggling nen. Not a handful, not even dozens, but literally
hundreds, soundl essly screaning, agonisingly dying in the barbarous contrariety
of drowni ng and crenati on.

"Signal from Vectra, sir." It was Bentley speaking, his voice abnormally
matter-of-fact. "' Depth-charging. 3, repeat 3 contacts. Request immedi ate
assi stance.' "

Tyndall was at Vallery's side now. He heard Bentley, |ooked a |ong second at
Vallery, following his sick, fascinated gaze into the sea ah”d,,

For a man in the sea, oil is an evil thing. It clogs his novenents, burns his
eyes, sears his lungs and tears away his stomach in uncontroll able paroxysns of
retching; but oil on fire is a hellish thing, death by torture, a slow,
shri eki ng death by drowni ng, by burning, by asphyxiation—for the flanmes devour
all the life-giving oxygen on the surface of the sea. And not even in the bitter
Arctic is there the nerciful extinction by cold, for the insulation of an oil-
soaked body stretches a dying nman on the rack for eternity, carefully preserves
him for the last excruciating refinement of agony. Al this Vallery knew.

He knew, too, that for the Uysses to stop, starkly outlined against the
burning carrier, would have been suicide.
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And to conme sharply round to starboard, even had there been tine and roomto
clear the struggling, dying men in the sea ahead, would have wasted inval uable
mnutes, time and to spare for the U-boats ahead to line up firing-tracks on the
convoy; and the U ysses's first responsibilty was to the convoy. Again all this
Val l ery knew. But, at that nonment, what weighed nost heavily with him was conmmon
humanity. Fine off the port bow, close in to the Blue Ranger, the oil was
heaviest, the flanes fiercest, the swinmers thickest: Vallery |ooked back over
his shoul der at the O ficer of the Watch

"Port 10!"
44Port 10, sir."
"M dshi ps!"

" Mdships, sir.



"Steady as she goes!”

For ten, fifteen seconds the U ysses held her course, arrow ng through the
burning sea to the spot where sone gregariously atavistic instinct for self-
preservation held two hundred nmen knotted together in a withing, seething nass,
gasping out their lives in hideous agony. For a second a great gout of flane
leapt up in the centre of the group, like a giant, incandescent nagnesium flare
a flane that burnt the picture into the hearts and mnds of the nen on the
bridge with a permanence and searing clarity that no photographic plate could
ever have reproduced: men on fire, human torches beating insanely at the flanes
that |icked, scorched and then incinerated clothes, hair and skin: nen flinging
t henmsel ves al nost out of the water, backs arched |ike tautened bows, grotesque
in convul sive crucifixion: nmen lying dead in the

water, insignificant, featureless little oil-stained naunds in an

oi | -soaked plain: and a handful of fear-naddened nen, faces inhunmanly
contorted, who saw the U ysses and knew what was coning, as they frantically
thrashed their way to a safety that offered only a few nore brief seconds of un-
speakabl e agony before they gladly died.

" Starboard 30!" Vallery's voice was |low, barely a nmurnur, but it carried
clearly through the shocked silence on the bridge. 44Starboard 30, sir."

For the third time in ten mnutes, the U ysses slewed crazily round in a racing
turn. Turning thus, a ship does not follow through the line of the bows cutting
the water; there is a pronounced sideways or l|ateral notion, and the faster and
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sharper the turn, the nore violent the broadside skidding notion, like a car on
ice. The side of the Uysses, still at an % ttte 'attgte, caught the edge of the

group on the port bow : alnbst on the instant, the entire length of the sw nging
hul | smashed into the heart of the fire, into the thickest press of dying nen.

For nmobst of them it was just extinction, swift and glad and nerciful. The
tremendous concussion and pressure waves crushed the life out of them thrust
them deep down into the blessed oblivion of drowning, thrust them down and
sucked them back into the thrashing vortex of the four great screws.

On board the U ysses, nen for whom death and destruction had beconme the stuff
of existence, to be accepted with the call ousness and jesting indifference that
al one kept them sane—these nen clenched inpotent fists, nouthed neaningless,
usel ess curses over and over again and wept heedlessly like little children.
They wept as pitiful, charred faces, turned up towards the U ysses and alight
with joy and hope, petrified into incredulous staring horror, as realisation
dawned and the water closed over them as hate-filled nen screaned insane
i nvective, both arns raised aloft, shaking fists white-knuckled through the
dripping oil as the Uysses tranpled them under: as a couple of young boys were
sucked into the namelstrom of the propellers, still giving the thunbs-up sign: as
a particularly shocking case, who |ooked as if he had been barbecued on a spit
and had no right to be alive, lifted a scorified hand to the blackened hol e that
had been his nmouth, flung to the bridge a kiss in token of endless gratitude ;
and wept, oddly, nost of all, at the inevitable hunorist who lifted his fur cap
hi gh above his head and bowed gravely and deeply, his face into the water as he
di ed.



Suddenly, mercifully, the sea was enpty. The air was strangely still and quiet,
heavy with the sickening stench of charred flesh and burning Diesel, and the
U ysses's stern was swinging wildly alnost under the black pall overhanging the
Bl ue Ranger anidshi ps, when the shells struck her.

The shells—three 3.7s—ane fromthe Blue Ranger. Certainly, no living gun-crews
manned these 3. 7s—the heat nust have ignited the bridge fuses in the cartridge
cases. The first shell exploded harm essly against the arnour-plating: the
second wecked the bosun's store, fortunately enpty: the third penetrated No. 3
Low Power Room via the deck. There
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were nine nmen in there—an officer, seven ratings and Chief-Torpedo Gunner's
Mate Noyes. In that confined space, death was instantaneous.

Only seconds |ater a heavy runbling explosion blew out a great hole along the
waterline of the Blue Ranger and she fell slowy, wearily right over on her
starboard side, her flight-deck vertical to the water, as if content to die now
that, dying, she had |ashed out at the ship that had destroyed her crew.

On the bridge, Vallery still stood on the yeoman's platform |eaning over the
starred, opaque Wndscreen. Hs head hung down, his eyes were shut and he was
retchi ng desperately, the gushing blood—arterial blood—emn nously bright and
scarlet in the erubescent glare of the sinking carrier. Tyndall stood there
hel pl essly beside him not knowi ng what to do, his mnd nunbed and sick.
Suddenly, he was brushed uncerenoni ously aside by the Surgeon-Comrander, who
pushed a white towel to Vallery's mouth and led him gently below. 4 d Brooks,
everyone knew, should have been at his Action Stations position in the Sick Bay:
no one dared say anyt hing.

Carrington straightened the Uysses out on course, while he waited for Turner
to nmove up fromthe after Director tower to take over the bridge. In three
mnutes the cruiser was up with the Vectra, nethodically quartering for a |ost
contact. Twice the ships regained contact, twice they dropped heavy patterns. A
heavy oil slick rose to the surface: possibly a kill, probably a ruse, but in
any event, neither ship could remain to investigate further. The convoy was two
mles ahead now, and only the Stirling and Viking were there for its protecti on—
a wholly inadequate cover and powerless to save the convoy from any determn ned
attack.

It was the Blue Ranger that saved FR77. In these high |atitudes, dawn cones
slowy, interminably: even so, it was nore than half-ligljt, and the merchant
ships, line ahead through that very gentle swell, lifted clear and sharp agai nst
a cloudl ess horizon, a U boat Conmander's dreamor woul d have been, had he been
able to see them But, by this tine, the convoy was conpletely obscured fromthe
wol f-pack lying to the south: the Iight westerly wind carried the heavy bl ack
snmoke from the blazing carrier along the southern flank of the convoy, at sea
| evel, the perfect snbke-screen, dense, inmpenetrable. Wiy the U boats had
departed from their alnbst invariable practice of |aunching dawn attacks from
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the north, so as to have their targets between thensel ves and the sunrise
could only be guessed. Tactical surprise, probably, but whatever the reason it
was the saving of the convoy. Wthin an hour, the thrashing screws of the convoy



had |l eft the wolf-pack far behi nd—and FR77, having slipped the pack, was far too
fast to be overtaken again.

Aboard the flagship, the WT. transmtter was chattering out a coded signal to
London. There was little point, Tyndall had decided, in maintaining radio
silence now, the eneny knew their position to a mle. Tyndall smled grimy as
he thought of the rejoicing in the Gernan Naval H gh Command at the news that
FR77 was w thout any air cover whatsoever; as a starter, they could expect
Charlie within the hour.

The signal read: "Adnmiral, 14 A CS.: To D.N.C., London. Rendezvoused FR77 1030
yesterday. Weather conditions extrene. Severe damage to Carriers: Defender,
Westler unserviceable, returning base under escort: Blue Ranger torpedoed 0702
sunk 0730 to-day: Convoy Escorts now U ysses, Stirling, Sirrus, Vectra, Viking
no ni nesweepers-—Eager to base, mnesweeper from Hvalfjord failed rendezvous:
Urgently require air support: Can you detach carrier battle squadron:
Alternatively, pernission return base. Please advise i mediately."

The wordi ng of the nessage, Tyndall pondered, could have been inproved
Especially the bit at the end—probably sounded sufficiently like a threat to
infuriate old Starr, who would only see in it pusillaninmus confirmation of his
conviction of the Uysses's—and Tyndall's—unfitness for the job. . . . Besides,
for alnpbst two years nowsince |ong before the sinking of the Hood by the
Bi smarck—+t had been Admiralty policy not to break up the Home Fleet squadrons
by detaching capital ships or carriers. AOd battleships, too slow for nopdern
i nter-naval surface action—vessels such as the Ranillies and the Ml aya—were
used for selected Arctic convoys : with that exception, the official strategy
was based on keeping the Home Fleet intact, containing the German Grand Fl eet —
and risking the convoys. . . . Tyndall took a last [ook round the convoy, sighed
wearily and eased hinself down to the duckboards. What the hell, he thought, Iet
it go. If it wasted his tinme sending it, it would also waste old Starr's tinme
reading it.

He clunped his way heavily down the bridge |adders, eased
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his bul k through the door of the Captain's cabin, hard by the F.D.R Vallery,
partly undressed, was lying in his bunk, between very clean, very white sheets:
their knife-edged ironing crease-marks contrasted oddly with the spreading
crinmson stain. Vallery hinself, gaunt-cheeked and cadaverous beneath dark
stubbl e of beard, red eyes sunk deep in great holl ow sockets, |ooked corpse-
like, already dead. From one corner of his nouth blood trickled down a parchment
cheek. As Tyndall shut the door, Vallery lifted a wasted hand, all ivory
knuckl es and blue veins, in feeble greeting.

Tyndall closed the door carefully, quietly. He took his time, tune and to spare
to allow the shock to drain out of his face. Wen he turned round, his face was
conposed, but he nmade no attenpt to disguise bis concern.

" Thank God for old Socrates!" he said feelingly. " Only man in the ship who
can make you see even a nodi cum of sense." He parked hinself on the edge of the
bed. ** How do you feel, Dick?"

Val l ery grinned crookedly. There was no hunour in his smile



" Al depends what you nean, sir. Physically or nmentally? | feel a bit worn
out—ot really ill, you know Doc says he can fix me up—tenporarily anyway. He's
going to give ne a plasma transfusi on—says |'ve |lost too nmuch bl ood."

Pl asma?"
" Plasma. Whol e blood would be a better coagulant. But he thinks it may
prevent—er mnim se—future attacks. . . ." He paused, w ped sone froth off his
lips, and smled again, as mirthlessly as before. " It's not really a doctor and
medi cine | need, John—t's a padre—and forgiveness." His voice trailed off into
silence. The cabin was very quiet.

Tyndal | shifted unconfortably and cleared his throat noisily. Rarely had he
been so conscious that he was, first and last, a man of action.

"For gi veness? What on earth do you nean, Dick?" He hadn't neant to speak so
| oudly, so harshly.

" You know dam' well what | nean," Vallery said nmldly. He was a nan who was
rarely heard to swear, to use the npbst innocuous oath. " You were with ne on the
bridge this norning."

For perhaps two minutes neither nan said a word. Then Vallery broke into a
fresh paroxysm of coughing. The towel in his hand grew dark, sodden, and when he
| eaned back on
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his pillow Tyndall felt a quick stab of fear. He bent quickly over the sick
man, sighed in soundless relief as he heard the quick, shallow breathing

Val | ery spoke again, his eyes still closed. "It's not so nuch the nmen who were
killed in the Low Power Room" He seened to be talking to hinself, his voice a
drifting nurmur. " My fault, | suppose—+ took the U ysses too near the Ranger.
Foolish to go near a sinking ship, especially if she's burning. . . . But just
one of these things, just one of the risks . . . they happen. . . ." The rest

was a blurred, dying whisper. Tyndall couldn't catch it. He rose abruptly to his
feet, pulling his gloves on. " Sorry, Dick," he apologised. " Shouldn't have
come—shoul dn't have stayed so long. Od Socrates will give nme hell.’

"It's the others—+the boys in the water."” Vallery m ght never have heard him "
| hadn't the right—+ nean, perhaps sone of themwould ..." Again his voice was
lost for a nonent, then he went on strongly: "Captain Richard Vallery, D. S O —
judge, jury and executioner. Tell ne, John, what am | going to say when ny turn
comes?"

Tyndal | hesitated, heard the authoritative rap on the door and jerked round,
his breath escaping in a long, inaudible sigh of thankfulness. " Conme in," he
cal | ed.

The door opened and Brooks wal ked in. He stopped short at the sight of the
Admral, turned to the white-coated assistant behind him a figure wei ghed down
with stands, bottles, tubing and various paraphernalia.

" Remain outside, Johnson, will you?" he asked. " I'Il call you when | want
you. "



He cl osed the door, crossed the cabin and pulled a chair up to the Captain's
bunk. Vallery's wist between his fingers, he | ooked coldly across at Tyndall
Ni chol I's, Brooks remenbered, was insistent that the Admiral was far from well
He | ooked tired, certainly, but nore unhappy than tired. . . . The pul se was
very fast, irregular. "You' ve been upsetting him" Brooks accused. "Me? Good
God, nol" Tyndall was injured. "So help

me, Doc, | never said----- "

" Not guilty, Doc." It was Vallery who spoke, his voice stronger now " He
never said a word. I'mthe guilty man—guilty as hell."
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Brooks | ooked at himfor a long nonent. Then he sniled, smled in understandi ng
and conpassi on.

"Forgiveness, sir. That's it, isn't it?" Tyndall started in surprise, |ooked at
himin wonder.

Val | ery opened his eyes. Socrates!"” he nurnured. You would know. "

44For gi veness, " Brooks nused
t he Judge?"

For gi veness. From whom —the living, the dead—er

Agai Have you—have you been |istening outside? How can you-

n Tyndal |l started.
o

Fromall three, Doc. Atall order, I'"'mafraid."

44From the dead, sir, you are quite right. There would be no forgiveness: only
their blessing, for there is nothing to forgive. I'ma doctor, don't forget—
saw those boys in the water . . . you sent them hone the easy way. As for the
Judge—you know, 4The Lord giveth, the Lord taketh away. Bl essed be the nanme of
the Lord'—the A d Testanment conception of the Lord who takes away in H's own
time and His owmn way, and to hell with nmercy and charity.” He smiled at Tyndall
" Don't |look so shocked, sir. |I'mnot being bl asphenobus. If that were the Judge,
Captain, neither you nor |I—or the Adm ral —would ever want any part of him But
you know it isn't so. "

Vallery smled faintly, propped hinself up on his pillow. "You nake good
nmedi cine, Doctor. It's a pity you can't speak for the living also."

" Ch, can't |?" Brooks smacked his hand on his thigh, guffawed in sudden
recollection. " GCh, nmy word, it was magnificent!" He |aughed again in genuine
anmusenment. Tyndall |ooked at Vallery in nmock despair.

"Sorry," Brooks apologised. "Just fifteen minutes ago a bunch of synpathetic
st okers deposited on the deck of the Sick Bay the prone and extrenely
unconsci ous form of one of their shipmates. Guess who? None other than our
resident nihilist, our old friend Riley. Slight concussion and assorted facial
injuries, but he should be restored to the bosom of his ness-deck by nightfall.
Anyway, he insists on it—lains his kittens need him"

Val l ery | ooked up, anused, curious.

"Fal l en down the stokehold again, | presune?”



Exactly the question | put, sir—although it |ooked nmore as if he had fallen
into a concrete mixer. 4No, sir,' says one of the stretcher-bearers. 4He tri pped
over the ship's cat.'
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«Ship's cat?' | says. 'What ship's cat?" So he turns to his oppo and says:
"Ain't we got a ship's cat, Nobby?" Wereupon the stoker yclept Nobby |ooks at
himpityingly and says: ' '"E's got it all wong, sir. Poor old Riley just cane
all over queer—took a weak turn, 'e did. | 'ope "e ain't 'urt 'isself? He
sounded quite anxious."

" What had happened?" Tyndal |l queri ed.
"1 let it go at that. Young Nicholls took two of them aside, promised no

action and had it out of themin a nmnute flat. Seens that Riley saw in this
nmorning's affair a magnificent opportunity for provoking trouble. Cursed you for

an i nhuman, col d-blooded murderer and, | regret to say, cast serious aspersions
on your imredi ate ancestors—and all of this, mnd you, where he thought he was

saf e—anong his own friends. His friends half-killed him . . . You know, sir, I
envy you. "

He broke off, rose abruptly to his feet.

Now, sir, if you'll just lie dow and roll up your sleeve . . .Ch, dam!"
" Conme in." It was Tyndall who answered the knock. 4'Ah, for me, young
Chrysler. Thank you."

He | ooked up at Vallery. " From London—n reply to nmy signal." He turned it
over in his hand two or three tines. " | suppose | have to open it sone tine,"
he said reluctantly.

The Surgeon- Conmander hal f-rose to his feet.

"Shall [------ "

"No, no, Brooks. Wiy should you? Besides, it's from our rnutual friend, Admral
Starr. I"'msure you' d like to hear what he's got to say, wouldn't you?"

" No, | wouldn't." Brooks was very blunt. " | can't inmagine it'll be anything
good. "

Tyndal | opened the signal, snoothed it out.

"D.NO to Admral Commanding 14 A .C.S.," he read slowly. " Tirpitz reported
preparing to nove out. Inpossible detach Fleet carrier: FR77 vital: proceed
Mur mansk all speed: good luck: Starr."” Tyndall paused, his nouth tw sted. "Good
| uck! He nmight have spared us that!"

For a long tinme the three nmen | ooked at each other, silently, without
expression. Characteristically, it was Brooks who broke the silence

Speaki ng of forgiveness," he nurrmured quietly, " what | want to know i s—who
on God's earth, above or below it, is ever going to forgive that vindictive old
bast ard?"
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CHAPTER EI GHT
THURSDAY NI GHT

IT WAS still only afternoon, but the grey Arctic twilight was already
t hi ckening over the sea as the U ysses dropped slowy astern. The wi nd had died
away conpletely; again the snow was falling, steadily, heavily, and visibility
was down to a bare cable-length. It was bitterly cold.

Inlittle groups of three and four, officers and men nade their way aft to the
starboard side of the poop-deck. Exhausted, bone-chilled nmen, nostly sunk in
private and bitter thought, they shuffled wordlessly aft, dragging feet Kkicking
up little puffs of powdery snow. On the poop, they ranged thensel ves soundl essly
behind the Captain or in a line inboard and aft of the |long, synmmetrical row of
snow covered hummocks that heaved up roundly from the unbroken whiteness of the

poop.

The Captain was flanked by three of his officers—€arslake, Etherton and the

Sur geon- Conmander. Carsl ake was by the guard-rail, the Iower half of his face
swat hed in bandages to the eyes. For the second tine in twenty-four hours he had
wayl aid Vallery, begged himto reconsider the decision to deprive himof his
conmi ssion. On the first occasion Vallery had been adamant, al nbost contenptuous:
ten minutes ago he had been icy and abrupt, had threatened Carslake with close
arrest if he annoyed him again. And now Carslake just stared unseeingly into the
snow and gl oom pal e-blue eyes darkened and heavy with hate.

Et herton stood just behind Vallery's left shoulder, shivering uncontrollably.
Above the white, jerking line of conpressed nouth, cheek and jaw nuscles were
wor ki ng incessantly: only his eyes were steady, dulled in sick fascination at
the curious nound at his feet. Brooks, too, was tight-lipped, but there the
resenbl ance ended: red of face and wathful blue of eye, he fumed and seened as
can only a doctor whose orders have been openly flouted by the critically ill.
Val l ery, as Brooks had told him forcibly and insubor-dinately, had no bl oody
right to be there, was all sorts of a dammed fool for l|eaving his bunk. But, as
Vallery had mildly pointed out, sonmebody had to conduct a funeral ser-
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vice, and that was the Captain's duty if the padre couldn't do it. And this day
the padre couldn't do it, for it was the padre who lay dead at his feet. ... At
his feet, and at the feet of Etherton—the nman who had surely killed him

The padre had died four hours ago, just after Charlie had gone. Tyndall had
been far out in his estimate. Charlie had not appeared within the hour. Charlie
had not appeared until md-norning, but when he did come he had the conmpany of
three of his kind. A long haul indeed fromthe Norwegi an coast to this, the 10th
degree west of longitude, but nothing for these giant Condors—ocke-Wlf 200s—
who regularly flew the great dawn to dusk half-circle from Trondheimto Cccupied
France, round the Wst Coast of the British Isles.

Condors in conmpany always neant trouble, and these were no exception. They flew
directly over the convoy, approaching from astern: the barrage from nerchant
ships and escorts was intense, and the bonbing attack was pressed hone with a
mar ked | ack of enthusiasm the Condors bonbed from a height of 7,000 feet. In



that clear, cold norning air the bonbs were in view alnost from the nonent they
cl eared the bonb-bays: there was tine to spare to take avoiding action. Al nost
at once the Condors had broken off the attack and di sappeared to the east

i npressed, but apparently unharmed, by the warnth of their reception.

In the circunstances, the attack was highly suspicious. Circunspect Charlie
nm ght normally be on reconnai ssance, but on the rare occasions that he chose to
attack he generally did so with courage and determnation. The recent sally was
just too tinorous, the tactics too obviously hopel ess. Possibly, of course
recent entrants to the Luftwaffe were given to a discretion so signally I acking
in their predecessors, or perhaps they were under strict orders not to risk
their valuable craft. But probably, alnost certainly, it was thought, that
futile attack was only diversionary and the main danger |ay el sewhere. The watch
over and under the sea was intensified.

Five, ten, fifteen mnutes passed and nothing had happened. Radar and Asdic
screens renmi ned obstinately clear. Tyndall finally decided that there was no
justification for keeping the entire ship's conpany, so desperately in need of
rest, at Action Stations for a noment |onger and ordered the stand-down to be
sounded.

Nor mal Defence Stations were resuned. Al forenoon work had been cancell ed, and
officers and ratings off watch,
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almst to a man, went to snatch what brief sleep they could. But not all.
Brooks and Nicholls had their patients to attend to: the Navigator returned to
the chart-house: Marshall and his Commi ssioned Gunner, M. Peters, resuned their
interrupted routine rounds: and Etherton, nervous, anxious, over-sensitive and
desperately eager to redeem hinself for his share in the Carsl ake-Ral ston
epi sode, renmi ned huddl ed and watchful in the cold, lonely eyrie of the Director
Tower .

The sharp, urgent call fromthe deck outside canme to Marshall and Peters as
they were talking to the Leading Wre-man in charge of No. 2 Electrical Shop
The shop was on the port side of the fo'c'sle deck cross-passage which ran
athwartships for'ard of the wardroom curving aft round the trunking of " B "
turret. Four quick steps had them out of the shop, through the screen door and
peering over the side through the freshly falling snow, follow ng the
gesticulating finger of an excited marine. Mrshall glanced at the nan,
recogni sed himinmediately: it was Charteris, the only ranker known personally
to every officer in the ship—+n port, he doubled as wardroom bar man.

"What is it, Charteris?" he demanded. "Wiat are you seeing? Qickly, man!'

" There, sir! Look! Qut there—o, a bit nmore to your right! It's—t's a sub
sir, a Uboat!"

" What? What's that? A U-boat?" Marshall half-turned as the Rev. Wnthrop, the
padre, squeezed to the rail between hinself and Charteris. " Were? Were is it?
Show e, show ne!"

" Straight ahead, padre. | can see it nowbut it's a damed funny shape for a
U- boat —+f you'll excuse the |anguage," Marshall added hastily. He caught the
war-like, un-Christian gleamin Wnthrop's eyes, snothered a |augh and peered



t hrough the snow at the strange squat shape which had now drifted al nost abreast
of them

H gh up in the Tower, Etherton's restless, hunting eyes had already seen it,
even before Charteris. Like Charteris, he imediately thought it was a U boat
caught surfacing in a snowstorm+the pay-off of the attack by the Condors: the
t hought that Asdic or radar would certainly have picked it up never occurred to
him Tine, speed—that was the essence, before it vanished. Unthinkingly, he
grabbed the phone to the for'ard nultiple pompom

" Director—pom pom " he barked urgently. " U boat, port 60. Range 100 yards,
novi ng aft. Repeat, port 60. Can you

117

see it? ... No, no, port 60—+0 now " he shouted desperately. "Ch, good, good!
Conmmence tracking."

"On target, sir," the receiver crackled in his ear.

Open fire—eontinuous!”
" Sir—but, sir—Kingston's not here. He went------

" Never mind Kingston!" Etherton shouted furiously. Kingston, he knew, was
Captain of the Gun. " Open fire, you fools—ow |'Il take full responsibility."
He thrust the phone back on the rest, noved across to the observation panel

Then realisation, sickening, shocking, fear seared through his nmind and he
| unged desperately for the phone.

"Belay the last order!"” he shouted wildly. "Cease fire! Cease fire! Onh, ny Cod,
nmy God, my God!" Through the receiver cane the staccato, angry bark of the two-
pounder. The receiver dropped from his hand, crashed against the bul khead. It
was too |ate.

It was too |ate because he had comritted the cardinal sin—he had forgotten to
order the renmoval of the muzzle-covers—the nmetal plates that sealed off the
flash-covers of the guns when not in use. And the shells were fused to expl ode
on contact.

The first shell exploded inside its barrel, killing the trainer and seriously
woundi ng the comuni cation nunber: the other three smashed through their flinsy
covers and exploded within a second of each other, a few feet fromthe faces of
the four watchers on the fo'c'sle deck

Al'l four were untouched, mniracul ously untouched by the flying, screaning netal
It flew outwards and downwards, a red-hot iron hail sizzling into the sea. But
the blast of the expl osion was backwards, and the power of even a few pounds of
hi gh expl osive detonating at armis length is |ethal

The padre died instantly, Peters and Charteris within seconds, and all fromthe
sanme cause—tel escoped occiputs. The blast hurled them backwards off their feet,
as if flung by a giant hand, the backs of their heads smashing to an eggshell
pul p agai nst the bul khead. The bl ood seeped darkly into the snow, was
obliterated in a nonent.



Marshal | was lucky, fantastically so. The expl osion—he said afterwards that it
was |like getting in the way of the driving piston of the Coronation Scot—fI| ung
hi m t hrough the open door behind him ripped off the heels of both shoes as they
caught on the stormsill: he braked violently in md-air, described a conplete
sonersault, slithered along the passage and smashed squarely into the trunking
of " B"
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turret, his back framed by the four big spikes of the butterfly nuts securing
an inspection hatch. Had he been standing a foot to the right or the left, had
his heels been two inches higher as he catapulted through the doorway, had he
hit the turret a hair's-breadth to the left or right—ieutenant Marshall had no
right to be alive. The laws of chance said so, overwhelmngly. As it was,
Marshall was now sitting up in the Sick Bay, strapped, broken ribs naking
breat hi ng pai nful, but otherw se unharned.

The upturned lifeboat, mute token of sone earlier tragedy on the Russian
Convoys, had long since vanished into the white twlight.

Captain Vallery's voice, |low and husky, died softly away. He stepped back
closing the Prayer Book, and the forlorn notes of the bugle echoed briefly over
the poop and died in the blanketing snow. Mn stood silently, unnovingly, as,
one by one, the thirteen figures shrouded in weighted canvas slid down the
ti pped plank, down from under the Union Flag, splashed heavily into the Arctic
and were gone. For |ong seconds, no one noved. The unreal, hypnotic effect of
that ghostly ritual of burial held tired, sluggish nmnds in unwilling thrall
held nen oblivious to cold and disconfort. Even when Etherton half-stepped
forward, sighed, crunpled down quietly, unspectacularly in the snow, the trance-
i ke hiatus continued. Some ignored him others glanced his way, incuriously. It
seemed absurd, but it struck Nicholls, standing in the background, that they
nm ght have stayed there indefinitely, the nmnds and the blood of nen slow ng up
coagul ating, freezing, while they turned to pillars of ice. Then suddenly, wth
exacerbating abruptness, the spell was shattered: the strident scream of the
Enmergency Stations whistle seared through the gathering gl oom

It took Vallery about three minutes to reach the bridge. He rested often
pausi ng on every second or third step of the four |adders that reached up to the
bridge: even so, the clinb drained the last reserves of his frail strength
Brooks had to half-carry himthrough the gate. Vallery clung to the binnacle,
fighting for breath through foamflecked |ips; but his eyes were alive, alert as
al ways, probing through the swirling snow.

" Contact closing, closing: steady on course, interception course: speed
unchanged." The radar | oudspeaker was
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muf fl ed, inpersonal ; but the calm precise tones of Lieutenant Bowden were
unm st akabl e.

"Good, good! We'll fox himyet!" Tyndall, his tired, sagging face lit up in
al nost beaming anticipation, turned to the Captain. The prospect of action
al ways delighted Tyndall.



"Somet hing com ng up fromthe SSW, Captain. Good God above, man, what are you
doi ng here?" He was shocked at Vallery's appearance. " Brooks ! Wy in heaven's
name

" Suppose you try talking to hinP" Brooks growed wath-fully. He slamed the
gate shut behind him stalked stiffly off the bridge

"What's the matter with hinP" Tyndall asked of no one in particular. " Wat the
hell am | supposed to have done?"

"Not hing, sir,"” Vallery pacified him "It's all ny fault-disobeying doctor's
orders and what have you. You were saying - ?"

"Ah, yes. Trouble, I'mafraid, Captain." Vallery sniled secretly as he saw the
satisfaction, the pleased anticipation creep back into the Admral's face
"Radar reports a surface vessel approaching, big, fast, nmore or less on
i nterception course for us."

" And not ours, of course?" Vallery murrmured. He |ooked up suddenly. "
sir, it couldn't be - ?"

By j ove,

"The Tirpitzl" Tyndall finished for him He shook his head in decision. " My
first thought, too, but no. Admralty and Air Force are watching her like a
broody hen over her eggs. |If she noves a foot, we'll know. . . . Probably sone
heavy cruiser."

"Cosing. Cosing. Course unaltered." Bowden's voice, clipped, easy, was
vaguely rem niscent of a cricket commentator's. "Estimated speed 24, repeat 24
knots."

H s voice crackled into silence as the WT. speaker canme to life.

"WT. —bridge. WT. —bridge. Signal from convoy: Stirling — Adm ral
Understood. WIlco. CQut."

"Excel l ent, excellent! From Jeffries," Tyndall explained. " | sent him a signal
ordering the convoy to alter course to NNW That should take 'em well clear of
our approaching friend."

Val | ery nodded. "How far ahead is the convoy, sir?"

"Pilot!" Tyndall called and |eaned back expectantly.

"Six—six and a half nmles." The Kapok Kid's face was expressionless.
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"He's slipping,” Tyndall said mournfully. "The strain's telling. A couple of
days ago he'd have given us the distance to the nearest yard. Six ml|es—far
enough, Captain. He'll never pick 'em up. Bowden says he hasn't even picked us
up yet, that the intersection of courses nust be pure coincidence. ... | gather
Li eut enant Bowden has a poor opinion of German radar."

" 1 know. | hope he's right. For the first time the question is of rather nore

than academic interest." Vallery gazed to the South, his binoculars to his eyes:
there was only the sea, the thinning snow. " Anyway, this came at a good tine."



Tyndal | arched a bushy eyebrow.

" It was strange, down there on the poop."” Vallery was hesitant. " There was
sonething weird, uncanny in the air. | didn't like it, sir. It was desperatel y—
wel |, alnbst frightening. The snow, the silence, the dead men—thirteen dead nen—

I can only guess how the nen felt, about Etherton, about anything. But it wasn't
good—don't know how it woul d have ended----- "

Five mles," the |oudspeaker cut in. Repeat, five mles. Course, speed,

constant."

"Five mles,"” Tyndall repeated in relief. Intangibles bothered him " Tine to
trail our coats a little, Captain. W'I|l soon be in what Bowden reckons is his
radar range. Due east, | think—+t'll look as if we're covering the tail of the

convoy and heading for the North Cape.”

" Starboard 10," Vallery ordered. The cruiser canme gradually round, net,
settled on her new course: engine revolutions were cut down till the U ysses was
crui sing along at 26 knots.

One minute, five passed, then the |oudspeaker blared again
"Radar —bri dge. Constant distance, altering on interception course.”

"Excellent! Really excellent!" The Admiral was alnbst purring. "W have him
gentl emen. He's nissed the convoy. . . . Comence firing by radar!"

Val l ery reached for the Director handset.
" Director? Ah, it's you, Courtney . . . good, good . . . you just do that
Vallery replaced the set, |ooked across at Tyndall.

" Smart as a whip, that boy. He's had ' X and ' Y' lined up, tracking for the
past ten minutes. Just a matter of pressing a button, he says."

Sounds uncomon |ike our friends here." Tyndall jerked
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his head in the direction of the Kapok Kid, then |ooked up in surprise. "
Courtney? Did you say ' Courtney'? Were's @Quns?"

“In his cabin, as far as | know. Collapsed on the poop. Anyway, he's- in no
fit state to do his job. . . . Thank God I'mnot in that boy's shoes. | can

i magi ne . "

The U ysses shuddered, and the whip-like crash of "X" turret drowned Vallery's
voice as the 5.25 shells screaned away into the twilight. Seconds |ater, the
ship shook again as the guns of "Y' turret joined in. Thereafter the guns fired
alternately, one shell at a tine, every half-mnute: there was no point in
wasting amruniti on when the fall of shot could not be observed; but it was
probably the bare m ni mum necessary to infuriate the eneny and distract his
attention from everything except the ship ahead.

The snow had thinned away now to a filmy curtain of gauze that blurred, rather
than obscured the horizon. To the west, the clouds were lifting, the sky



lightening in sunset. Vallery ordered " X " turret to cease fire, to load with
star-shel |.

Abruptly, the snow was gone and the eneny was there, big and nenacing, a black
featurel ess silhouette with the sudden flush of sunset striking incongruous
gol den gleans from the water creanming high at her bows.

"Starboard 30!" Vallery snapped. "Full ahead. Snokescreen!" Tyndall nodded
conpliance. It was no part of his plan to becone enbroiled with a Gernman heavy
crui ser or pocket battleship . . . especially at an al nbst point-blank range of
four mles.

On the bridge, half a dozen pairs of binoculars peered aft, trying to identify
the eneny. But the fore-and-aft silhouette against the reddeni ng sky was
difficult to anal yse, exasperat-ingly vague and anbi guous. Suddenly, as they
wat ched, white gouts of flane |anced out fromthe heart of the silhouette:
si mul taneously, the starshell burst high up in the air, directly above the
eneny, bathing himin an intense, nerciless white glare, so that he appeared
strangel y naked and defencel ess.

An illusory appearance. Everyone ducked low, in reflex instinct, as the shells
whi stled just over their heads and plunged into the sea ahead. Everyone, that
is, except the Kapok Kid. He bent an inpassive eye on the Adniral as the latter
slowy strai ghtened up

" Hipper dass, sir," he announced. " 10,000 tons, 8-inch guns, carries
aircraft.”
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Tyndal | | ooked at his unsmiling face in |long suspicion. He cast around in his

mnd for a suitably crushing reply, caught sight of the German cruiser's turrets
bel ching snoke in the sinking glare of the starshell.

" My oath!" he exclainmed. " Not wasting much tine, are they? And damed good
shooting I" he added in professional admiration as the shells hissed into the
sea through the U ysses's boiling wake, about 150 feet astern. " Bracketed in
the first two salvoes. They'll straddle us next tine."

The U ysses was still heeling round, the black snoke beginning to pour fromthe
after funnel, when Vallery straightened, clapped his binoculars to his eyes.
Heavy cl ouds of snmoke were nushrooning from the eneny's starboard deck, just
for-'ard of the bridge.

"Ch, well done, young Courtney!" he burst out. "WelIl done indeed!"

"Wel|l done indeed!" Tyndall echoed. "A beauty! Still, | don't think we'll stop
to argue the point with them . . . Ah! Just in time, gentlenen! Gad, that was
close!”™ The stern of the Uysses, sw nging round now alnost to the north
di sappeared from sight as a salvo crashed into the sea, dead astern, one of the
shells exploding in a great eruption of water.

The next sal vo—ebviously the hit on the eneny cruiser hadn't affected her fire-
power—fell a cable length's astern. The German was now firing blind. Engineer
Conmander Dodson was maki ng snmoke with a vengeance, the oily, black snoke
flattening down on the surface of the sea, rolling, thick, inmpenetrable. Vallery
doubl ed back on course, then headed east at high speed



For the next two hours, in the dusk and darkness, they played cat and nouse
with the " Hipper " class cruiser, firing occasionally, appearing briefly,
tantalisingly, then disappearing behind a snoke-screen, hardly needed now in the
comng night. Al the time, radar was their eyes and their ears and never played
them false. Finally, satisfied that all danger to the convoy was gone, Tyndal
laid a double screen in a great curving " U " and vanished to the south-west,
firing a few final shells, not so much in token of farewell as to indicate
direction of departure.

Ninety mnutes later, at the end of a giant half-circle to port, the U ysses
was sitting far to the north, while Bowden and his men tracked the progress of
the eneny. He was re-
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ported as noving steadily east, then, just before contact was lost, as altering
course to the south-east.

Tyndal | clinbed down from his chair, nunbed and stiff. He stretched hinself
[ uxuriantly.

" Not a bad night's work, Captain, not bad at all. Wat do you bet our friend
spends the night circling to the south and east at high speed, hoping to cone up
ahead of the convoy in the norning?" Tyndall felt alnpbst jubilant, in spite of
his exhaustion. " And by that time FR77 should be 200 miles to the north of him

| suppose, Pilot, you have worked out intersection courses for rejoining the
convoy at all speeds up to a hundred knots?"

" | think we should be able to regain contact w thout nmuch difficulty," said
the Kapok Kid politely.

" It's when he is at his nost nobdest," Tyndall announced, 44that he sickens ne
nost. . . . Heavens above, |'mfroze to death. . . . Oh, damm! Not nore trouble,
| hope?"

The communi cation rating behind the conpass platform picked up the jangling
phone, listened briefly.

44For you, sir," he said to Vallery. " The Surgeon Lieutenant."

44Just take the nessage, Chrysler."

44Sorry, sir. Insists on speaking to you hinself." Chrysler handed the receiver
into the bridge. Vallery snothered an exclamati on of annoyance, lifted the

receiver to his ear.

"Captain, here. Yes, what is it? ... Wat? . . . Wiat | Ch, God, no! ... Wy
wasn't | told? . . .Ch, | see. Thank you, thank you."
Val | ery handed the receiver back, turned heavily to Tyndall. In the darkness,

the Admral felt, rather than saw the sudden weariness, the hunched defeat of
t he shoul ders.

44That was Nicholls." Vallery's voice was flat, colourless. 44Lieutenant
Et herton shot hinself in his cabin, five minutes ago."



At four o'clock in the norning, in heavy snow, but in a calm sea, the U ysses
rej oi ned the convoy.

By mid-norning of that next day, a bare six hours later Admiral Tyndall had
beconme an old weary man, haggard, haunted by renbrse and bitter self-criticism
close, very close, to despair. Mraculously, in a matter of hours, the chubby
cheeks had collapsed in shrunken flaccidity, draining blood had |eft the florid
cheeks a parchnment grey, the sunken eyes had dulled in blood and exhaustion. The
extent and speed
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of the change wought in that tough and jovial sailor, a sailor seemngly
i npervious to the nost deadly vicissitudes of war, was incredible: incredible
and disturbing in itself, but infinitely nore so in its wholly denoralising
effect on the nen. To every arch there is but one keystone ... or so any nman
nmust inevitably think.

Any inpartial court of judgnment would have cleared Tyn-dall of all guilt, would
have acquitted himw thout a trial. He had done what he thought right, what any
commander woul d have done in his place. But Tyndall sat before the nercil ess
court of his own conscience. He could not forget that it was he who had re-
routed the convoy so far to the north, that it was he who had ignored official
orders to break straight for the North Cape, that it was exactly on latitude 70
N. -where their Lordships had told himthey woul d be—that FR77 had, on that cold,
cl ear windless dawn, blundered straight into the heart of the heaviest
concentration of U boats encountered in the Arctic during the entire course of
the war.

The wol f-pack had struck at its favourite hour—+the dawn —and fromits favourite
position—+the north-east, with the dawn in its eyes. It struck cruelly, skilfully
and with a calculated ferocity. Admittedly, the era of Kapitan Leutnant Prien—
his U boat long ago sent to the bottomwith all hands by the destroyer
Wbl verine—and his illustrious contenporaries, the hey-day of the great U boat
Conmanders, the high noon of individual brilliance and great personal gallantry,
was gone. But in its place—and generally acknow edged to be even nore dangerous,
nore deadl y—were the concerted, highly integrated nmass attacks of the wolf-
packs, methodical, nachine-like, alnost reduced to a fornula, under a single
directing conmand.

The Cochella, third vessel in the port line, was the first to go. Sister ship
to the Wtura and the Varella, also acconpanying her in FR77, the Cochella
carried over 3,000,000 gallons of 100-octane petrol. She was hit by at |east
three torpedoes: the first two broke her alnpost in half, the third triggered off
a stupendous detonation that literally blew her out of existence. One noment she
was there, sailing serenely through the linpid twilight of sunrise: the next
nmonent she was gone. Gone, conpletely, utterly gone, with only a seething ocean
convulsed in boiling white, to show where she had been: gone, while stunned
eardrunms and stupefied minds struggled vainly to grasp the significance of what
had happened: gone,
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while blind reflex instinct hurled men into whatever shelter offered as a storm
of lethal netal swept over the fleet.



Two ships took the full force of the explosion. A huge mass of netal —+t might
have been a wi nch—passed clear through the superstructure of the Sinus, a cable-
length away on the starboard: it conpletely wecked the radar office. What
happened to the other ship immediately astern, the inpossibly-naned Tennessee
Adventurer, was not clear, but alnost certainly her wheel house and bridge had
been severely danmaged: she had | ost steering control, was not under conmand.

Tragically, this was not at first understood, sinply because it was not
apparent. Tyndall, recovering fast from the sheer physical shock of the
expl osion, broke out the signal for an enmergency turn to port. The wol f-pack
obvi ously, lay on the port hand, and the only action to take to minimse further
| osses, to counter the eneny strategy, was to head straight towards them He was
reasonably sure that the U boats would be bunched—generally, they strung out
only for the slow convoys. Besides, he had adopted this tactic several tines in
the past with a high degree of success. Finally, it cut the U boats' target to
an inpossible tenth, forcing on themthe alternative of diving or the risk of
bei ng tranpl ed under.

Wth the i muacul ate precision and co-ordination of O ynpic equestrians, the
convoy heeled steadily over to starboard, slewed majestically round, trailing
curved, white wakes phos-phorescently alive in the near-darkness that stil
clung to the surface of the sea. Too late, it was seen that the Tennessee
Adventurer was not under conmand. Slowly, then with dis-- maying speed, she cane
round to the east, angling directly for another nerchantman, the Tobacco
Planter. There was barely tinme to think, to appreciate the inevitable:
frantically, the Planter's helm went hard over in an attenpt to clear the other
astern, but the wildly sw nging Adventurer, obviously conpletely out of control
matched the Planter's tightening circle, foot by inexorable foot, blind nalice
at the helm

She struck the Planter with sickening violence just for'ard of the bridge. The
Adventurer's bows, crunpling as they went, bit deeply into her side, fifteen,
twenty feet in a chaos of tearing, rending netal: the stopping power of 10,000
tons deadwei ght travelling at 15 knots is fantastic. The wound was nortal, and
the Planter's own nonentum carrying her past, wenched her free fromthe |etha
bows, opening the
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wound to the hungry sea and hastened her own end. .Alnbst at once she began to
fill, to list heavily to starboard. Aboard the Adventurer, soneone nust have
taken over command: her engine stopped, she lay alnobst notionless alongside the
sinking ship, slightly down by the head.

The rest of the convoy cleared the drifting vessels, steadied west by north.
Far out on the starboard hand, Comrander Orr, in the Sirrus, clawed his danmaged
destroyer round in a violent turn, headed back towards the crippled freighters.
He had gone less than half a mile when he was recalled by a vicious signal from
the flagship. Tyndall was under no illusions. The Adventurer, he knew, night
renmain there all day, unharned—t was obvious that the Planter would be gone in
a matter of minutes—but that would be a guarantee neither of the absence of U
boats nor of the sudden access of mi sguided eneny chivalry: the eneny would be
there, would wait to the |ast possible second before dark in the hope that sone
rescue destroyer would heave to alongside the Adventurer.

In that respect, Tyndall was right. The Adventurer was torpedoed just before
sunset. Three-quarters of the ship's conpany escaped in |ifeboats, along with



twenty survivors picked up fromthe Planter. A nonth later the frigate Esher
found them in three lifeboats tied |ine ahead, off the bitter, iron coast of
Bear |sland, heading steadily north. The Captain, alert and upright, was still
sitting in the stern-sheets, enpty eye-sockets searching for sone | ost horizon

a withered claw locked to the tiller. The rest were sitting or |ying about the
boats, one actually standing, his arm cradled around the mast, and all wth
shrunken sun-bl ackened |ips drawn back in hideous mrth. The | og-book |ay beside
the Captain, enpty: all had frozen to death on that first night. The young
frigate conmander had cast them adrift, watched them di sappear over the northern
rimof the world, steering for the Barrier. And the Barrier is the region of the
great silence, the seas of incredible peace, so peaceful, so calm so cold that
they may be there yet, the dead who cannot rest. A mean and shabby end for the
tenple of the spirit. ... It is not known whether the Admiralty approved the
action of the captain of the frigate.

But in the major respect, that of anticipating eneny disposition, the Admral
was utterly wong. The wol f-pack commander had outguessed himand it was
arguabl e that Tyndall should have foreseen this. His tactic of sw nging an
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fast, highly nmanoeuvrabl e, inpeccably handl ed, bobbed and weaved their way to
safety with al nost contenptuous ease, straightened up and headed south under
maxi mum power .

The nerchant ships, big, clunsy, relatively slow, were |less fortunate. Two
ships in the port line, a tanker and a freighter, were struck: mracul ously,
both just staggered under the nunbing shock, then kept on coming. Not so the big
freighter inmediately behind them her holds crammed with tanks, her decks I|ined
with them She was torpedoed three tines in three seconds: there was no snoke
no fire, no spectacular after-explosion: sieved and ripped fromstern to stem
she sank quickly, quietly, still on even keel, dragged down by the sheer weight
of nmetal. No one bel ow decks had even the slightest chance of escaping

A nmerchantman in the centre line, the Belle M, was torpedoed am dships. There
were two separate expl osions—probably she had been struck tw ce—and she was
instantly on fire. Wthin seconds, the list to port was pronounced, increasing
nonentarily: gradually her rails dipped under, the outslung |ifeboats al nost
touching the surface of the sea. A dozen, fifteen men were seen to be slipping
sliding down the sheering decks and hatch-covers, already half-subnerged,
towards the nearest |ifeboat. Desperately they hacked at belly-band securing
ropes, piled into the lifeboat in grotesquely com cal haste, pushed it clear of
the dipping davits, seized the oars and pulled frantically away. From begi nning
to end, hardly a ninute had el apsed.

Hal f a dozen powerful strokes had them clear beyond their ship's counter: two
nore took them straight under the sw nging bows of the Walter A Baddel ey, her
conpani on tank-carrier in the starboard line. The consummate seamanship that had
saved the Baddeley could do nothing to save the lifeboat: the little boat
crunpled and splintered |ike a natchwood toy, catapulting screaming nen into the
icy sea.

As the big, grey hull of the Baddeley slid swiftly by them they struck out
with insane strength that made nothing of their heavy Arctic clothing. At such
ti mes, reason vani shes: the thought that if, by sone CGod-given mracle, they
were to escape the guillotine of the Baddeley''s single great screw, they would
do so only to die nminutes later in the glacial cold of the Arctic, never



occurred to them But, as it happened, death came by neither metal nor cold.
They were still struggling, alnost abreast the poop, vainly trying to clear the
rushi ng, sucking vortex of water, when the torpedoes struck
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the Baddel ey, close together and sinultaneously, just for'ard of the rudder.

For swiming men who have been in the close vicinity of an underwater high
expl osion there can be no shadow of hope: the effect is inhuman, revolting,
shocki ng beyond conception: in such cases, experienced doctors, pathologists
even, can with difficulty bring thenselves to | ook upon what were once human
beings. . . . But for these nen, as so often in the Arctic, death was kind, for
t hey di ed unknow ng.

The Walter A. Baddeley's stern had been al nost conpletely blown off. Hundreds
of tons of water were already rushing in the great, gaping hole below the
counter, racing through cross-bul kheads fractured by the expl osion, smashing
open engi ne-boiler room watertight doors buckled by the blast, pulling her down

by the stern, steadily, relentlessly, till her taffrail dipped salute to the
wai ting Arctic. For a noment, she hung there. Then, in quick succession from
deep inside the hull, came a nuffled explosion, the ear-shattering, frightening

roar of escaping high-pressure steam and the thunderous crash of nmssive boilers
rending away fromtheir stools as the ship upended. Al nost i mediately the
shattered stern lurched heavily, sunk lower and lower till the poop was
conpletely gone, till the dripping forefoot was tilted high above the sea. Foot
by foot the angle of tilt increased, the stern plunged a hundred, two hundred
feet under the surface of the sea, the bows rearing alnmost as high against the
bl ue of the sky, buoyed up by half a mllion cubic feet of trapped air.

The ship was exactly four degrees off the vertical when the end cane. It was
possible to establish this angle precisely, for it was just at that second, half
a nmle away aboard the U ysses, that the shutter clicked, the shutter of the
camera in Lieutenant Nicholls's gauntleted hands.

A canera that captured an unforgettable picture—a stark, sinple picture of a
sinking ship alnmost vertically upright against a pale-blue sky. A picture with a
strange lack of detail, with the exception only of two squat shapes, inprobably
suspended in md-air: these were 30-ton tanks, broken | oose fromtheir foredeck
| ashi ngs, caught in mdnight as they snmashed down on the bridge structure, awash
in the sea. In the background was the stern of the Belle Isle, the screw out of
the water, the Red Duster trailing idly in the peaceful sea

Bare seconds after the canmera had clicked, the canera was
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blown from Nicholls's hands, the case crunpling against a bul khead, the |ens
shattering but the filmstill intact. Panic-stricken the seanen in the |ifeboat
may have been, but it wasn't unreasoning panic: in No. 2 hold, just for'ard of
the fire, the Belle Isle had been carrying over 1,000 tons of tank anmuniti on.
. . Broken cleanly in two, she was gone inside a minute: the Baddel ey's bows,
riddled by the explosion, slid gently down behind her.

The echoes of the explosion were still rolling out over the sea in ululating
di m nuendo when they were caught up and flung back by a series of muffled
reports fromthe South. Less than two nmiles away, the Sirrus, Vectra and Viking,



dazzling white in the nmorning sun, were weaving a crazily intricate pattern over
the sea, depth-charges cascading fromeither side of their poop-decks. From tine
to tine, one or other alnost disappeared behind towering nushroons of erupting
wat er and spray, reappearing magically as the white colums fell back into the
sea.

To join in the hunt, to satisfy the flamng, primtive lust for revenge—that
was Tyndall's first inpulse. The Kapok Kid |ooked at him furtively and wondered
wondered at the hunched rigidity, the conpressed lipless nouth, the face
contorted in white and bitter rage—a bitterness directed not |east against
hinsel f. Tyndall tw sted suddenly in his seat.

"Bentley! Signal the Stirling—ascertain danmage."” The Stirling was nore than a
nmle astern now, but com ng round fast, her speed at |east twenty knots

" Making water after engine-room" Bentley read eventually. "Store-roons
fl ooded, but hull damage slight. Under control. Steering gear jamred. On
energency steering. Amall right."

" Thank God for that! Signal,' Take over: proceed east.' Cone on, Captain,
et's give Or a hand to deal with these nurdering hounds 1"

The Kapok Kid | ooked at hi ™n sudden di smay.
"Sirl"

"Yes, yes, Pilot! Wat is it?" Tyndall was curt, inpatient

"How about that first U boat?" Carpenter ventured. " Can't be much nore than a
mle to the south, sir. Shouldn't we----- 2"

"God Almghty!" Tyndall swore. H's face was suffused with anger. " Are you
trying to tell nme. . . ?" He broke off
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abruptly, stared at Carpenter for a long monent. " What did you say, Pilot?"

" The boat that sunk the tanker, sir," the Kapok Kid said carefully. " She

coul d have rel oaded by now and she's in a perfect position------ "
" O course, of course," Tyndall muttered. He passed a hand across his eyes,
flickered a glance at Vallery. The Captain had his head averted. Again the hand
passed across the tired eyes. " You're quite right, Pilot, quite right." He
paused, then smiled. "As usual, damm you!"

The U ysses found nothing to the north. The U boat that had sunk the Cochella
and sprung the trap had wi sely decanped. While they were quartering the area
they heard the sound of gunfire, saw the snoke erupting fromthe Sinus's 4.7s.

"Ask him what all the bloody fuss is about," Tyndall denmanded irritably. The
Kapok Kid smled secretly: the old nman had life in himyet

Vectra and Vi ki ng danmaged, probably destroyed U boat,"
Vectra and self sunk surfaced boat. How about you?"

t he nessage read.



How about you!" Tyndall expl oded. Damm hi s confounded insol ence! How about
you? He'll have the ol dest, bloody m nesweeper in Scapa for his next command
This is all your fault, Pilot!"
" Yes, sir. Sorry, sir. Maybe he's only asking in a spirit of —ah—anxious
concern."

"How would you like to be his Navigator in his next command?" said Tyndal
dangerously. The Kapok Kid retired to his charthouse

"Carrington!"

" Sir?" The First Lieutenant was his invariable self, clear-eyed, freshly
shaven, conpetent, alert. The sallow skin—hall-mark of all nen who have spent
too nmany years under tropical suns—was unshadowed by fatigue. He hadn't sl ept
for three days.

"What do you rmeke of that?" He pointed to the northwest. Curiously woolly grey
clouds were blotting out the horizon; before them the sea dusked to indigo under
wandering catspaws from the north.

Hard to say, sir,"” Carrington said slowy. " Not heavy weather, that's
certain. . . . |I've seen this before, sir—+ow, twi sting cloud blowing up on a
fine norning with a tenpera-
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ture rise. Very common in the Al eutians and the Bering Sea, sir—and there it
neans fog, heavy nmist."

"And you, Captain?"

"No idea, sir." Vallery shook his head decisively. The plasma transfusion
seened to have helped him " New to me —ever seen it before."

" Thought not," Tyndall granted. " Neither have |—that's why | asked Nunber One

first. ... If you think it's fog that's coming up, Number One, let me know, will
you? Can't afford to have convoy and escorts scattered over half the Arctic if
t he weat her cl oses down. Although, mnd you," he added bitterly, " I think

they'd be a dammed si ght safer without us!"”

"1 can tell you now, sir." Carrington had that rare gift—the ability to nmake
a confident, quietly unarguable assertion without giving the slightest offence
" It's fog."

"Fair enough." Tyndall never doubted him "Let's get the hell out of it.
Bent| ey—si gnhal the destroyers: * Break off engagenent. Rejoin convoy.' And
Bentl ey—add the word 'Imediate.'" He turned to Vallery. "For Commander Or's
benefit."

Wthin the hour, nmerchant ships and escorts were on station again, on a north-
east course at first to clear any further packs on latitude 70. To the south-
east, the sun was still bright: but the first thick, withing tendrils of the
mst, chill and dank, were already swirling round the convoy. Speed had been
reduced to six knots: all ships were streaning fog-buoys.



Tyndal | shivered, clinbed stiffly fromhis chair as the stand-down sounded. He
passed through the gate, stopped in the passage outside. He laid a glove on
Chrysler's shoulder, kept it there as the boy turned round in surprise

" Just wanted a squint at these eyes of yours, laddie," he smled. "W owe them
a lot. Thank you very much-we will not forget." He |ooked a long tine into the
young face, forgot his own exhaustion and swore softly in sudden comnpassion as
he saw the red-ri nmed eyes, the white, macul ated cheeks stained with enbarrassed
pl easure.

"How ol d are you, Chrysler?" he asked abruptly.

" Eighteen, sir ... in tw days' tinme." The soft West Country voice was al nost
defiant.

"He'll be eighteen—+n two days' tine!" Tyndall repeated slowy to hinself.
"Good God! Good God above!" He
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dropped his hand, wal ked wearily aft to the shelter, entered, closed the door
behi nd him

"He'll be eighteen—+n two days' tine," he repeated, like a man in a daze
Val | ery propped hinself up on the settee. " W0? Young Chrysler?"
Tyndal | nodded unhappily.

" | know. " Vallery was very quiet. " | know how it is. . . / He did a fine job
to-day. "

Tyndal | sagged down in a chair. Hs nouth twisted in bitterness
" The only one. . . . Dear God, what a ness 1" He drew heavily on a cigarette,

stared down at the floor. Ten green bottles, hanging on a wall," he nurnured
absently.

" | beg your pardon, sir?"

"Fourteen ships |left Scapa, eighteen St. John—the two conponents of FR77,"
Tyndal |l said softly. " Thirty-two ships in all. And now "—he paused— now there
are seventeen—and three of these danmaged. |'m counting the Tennessee Adventurer
as a dead duck." He swore savagely. "Hell's teeth, how | hate,|eaving ships |ike
that, sitting targets for any nurdering . " He stopped short, drew on his
cigarette again, deeply. "Doing wonderfully, am't |[|?"

" Ah, nonsense, sir 1" Vallery interrupted, inpatient, alnost angry. " It
wasn't any fault of yours that the carriers had to return.”

" Meaning that the rest was ny fault?" Tyndall snmiled faintly, lifted a hand to
silence the automatic protest. " Sorry, Dick, | know you didn't neant that—but
it's true, it's true. Six merchant boys gone in ten mnutes—six! And we
shoul dn't have | ost one of them" Head bent, el bows on knees, he screwed the
heel s of his palms into exhausted eyes. " Rear-Admiral Tyndall, master
strategist," he went on softly. "Alters convoy course to run snmack into a heavy
cruiser, alters it again to run straight into the biggest wolf-pack I've ever



known—and just where the Admiralty said they would be. ... No matter what old
Starr does to ne when | get back, 1've no kick comi ng. Not now, not after this."

He rose heavily to his feet. The light of the single |lanp caught his face.
Val | ery was shocked at the change.

"Where to, now, sir?" he asked.

"The bridge. No, no, stay where you are, Dick." He tried to smle, but the
smle was a grinmace that flickered only
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to die. "Leave nme in peace while |I ponder nmy next mscal culation.”

He opened the door, stopped dead as he heard the unm stakable whistling of
shel Il s cl ose above, heard the E.A S. Signal screamng urgently through the fog.
Tyndall turned his head slowy, |ooked back into the shelter.

" It looks,"” he said bitterly, as if 1've already made it."

CHAPTER NI NE
FRI DAY MORNI NG

THE FOG Tyndall saw, was all around them now. Since that |ast heavy snowfall
during the night, the tenperature had risen steadily, quickly. But it had
beguiled only to deceive: the clamy, icy feathers of the swirling mst now
struck doubly chill.

He hurried through the gate, Vallery close behind him Turner, steel hel et
trailing, was just leaving for the After Tower. Tyndall stretched out his hand,
st opped him

"What is it, Commander?" he denanded. "Wo fired? Wiere? VWiere did it cone
fronP"

"1 don't know, sir. Shells canme from astern, nore or less. But |'ve a dammed
good idea who it is." Hs eyes rested on the Adnmiral a long, specul ative noment.
" Qur friend of last night is back again.” He turned abruptly, hurried off the
bri dge.

Tyndal | | ooked after him perplexed, unconprehending. Then he swore, softly,
savagely, and junped for the radar handset.

"Bridge. Admiral speaking. Lieutenant Bowden at once 1" The | oudspeaker
crackled into imediate life.

Bowden speaking, sir.

"What the devil are you doing down there?" Tyndall's voice was |ow, vicious.
"Asl eep, or what? Wt are being attacked, Lieutenant Bowden. By a surface craft.
This may be news to you." He broke off, ducked |ow as another salvo screaned
overhead and crashed into the water less than half a mle ahead: the spray
cascaded over the decks of a nerchantnman, glinpsed nonentarily in a clear |ane
between two rolling fog-banks. Tyndall straightened up quickly, snarled into
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t he nout h- pi ece. He's got our range, and got it accurately. In God s nane,
Bowden, where is he?"

" Sorry, sir." Bowden was cool, unruffled. W can't seemto pick himup. W

still have the Adventurer on our screens, and there appears to be a very slight
distortion on his bearing, sir—approximately 300. ... | suggest the eneny ship
is still screened by the Adventurer or, if she's closer, is on the Adventurer's

direct bearing."”

How near?" Tyndall barked.

" Not near, sir. Very close to the Adventurer. W can't distinguish either by
size or distance."

Tyndal| dangled the transmitter from his hand. He turned to Vallery.

Does Bowden really expect ne to believe that yarn?" he asked angrily. "A
mllion to one coincidence |like that—an eneny ship accidentally chose and hol ds
the only possible course to screen her from our radar. Fantastic!"

Vallery looked at him his face w thout expression.

"Wl I ?" Tyndall was inpatient. "lsn't it?"

" No, sir," Vallery answered quietly. " It's not. Not really. And it wasn't
accidental. The U pack woul d have radi oed her, given our bearing and course. The
rest was easy."

Tyndal | gazed at hi mthrough a | ong nonment of conprehension, screwed his eyes
shut and shook his head in short fierce jerks. It was a gesture conpounded of
self-criticism the death of dishelief, the attenpt to clear a woolly, exhausted
mnd. Hell, a six-year-old could have seen that. . . . A shell whistled into the
sea a bare fifty yards to port. Tyndall didn't flinch, mght never have seen or
heard it.

" Bowden?" He had the transmitter to his nmouth again.

n Si r. ?II
Any change in the screen?"

"No, sir. None."

** And are you still of the same opinion?"
"Yes, sir! Can't be anything else.”

"And close to the Adventurer, you say?"

Very close, | would say."

" But, good God, nan, the Adventurer nust be ten mles astern by now"

Yes, sir. | know. So is the bandit."



"What! Ten miles! But, but----- "

He's firing by radar, sir," Bowden interrupted. Suddenly the metallic voice
sounded tired. "He nust be. He's also tracking by radar, which is why he's
keeping hinself in line
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with our bearing on the Adventurer. And he's extrenely accurate . . . [|'m
afraid, Admiral, that his radar is at |east as good as ours."

The speaker clicked off. In the sudden strained silence on the bridge, the
crash of breaking ebonite sounded unnaturally loud as the transmtter slipped
from Tyndal Fs hand, fractured in a hundred pieces. The hand groped forward, he
clutched at a steam pipe as if to steady hinself. Vallery stepped towards him
arns outstretched in concern, but Tyndall brushed by unseeingly. Like an old
spent man, |like a man from whose anci ent bones and nuscles all the pith has |ong
since drained, he shuffled slowy across the bridge, oblivious of a dozen
nystified eyes, dragged hinself up on to his high stool

You fool, he told hinmself bitterly, savagely, oh, you bloody old fool! He would
never forgive hinself, never, never, never! Al along the Iine he had been out-
t hought, out guessed and out-nmanceuvred by the eneny. They had taken himfor a
ri de, nmade an even bigger bloody fool out of himthan his good Maker had ever
i ntended. Radar! O course, that was it! The blind assunption that Gernman radar
had renmained the linmted, elementary thing that Admiralty and Air Force
Intelligence had reported it to be last year | Radar —and as good as the
British. As good as the U ysses' s—and everybody had believed that the U ysses
was inconparably the nost efficient—ndeed the only efficient—+adar ship in the
worl d. As good as our own—probably a damed sight better. But had the thought
ever occurred to hin? Tyndall withed in sheer chagrin, in agony of spirit, and
knew the bitter taste of self-loathing. And so, this norning, the payoff: six
shi ps, three hundred nen gone to the bottom WMy God forgive you, Tyndall, he
t hought dully, may God forgive you. You sent themthere. . . . Radar!

Last night, for instance. Wen the Uysses had been laying a false trail to the
east, the German cruiser had obligingly tagged behind, the perfect foil to his,
Tyndal Ps genius. Tyndall groaned in nortification. Had tagged behind, firing
wildly, erratically each tine the U ysses had di sappeared behind a snoke-screen.
Had done so to conceal the efficiency of her radar, to conceal the fact that,
during the first half-hour at |east, she nust have been tracking the escaping
convoy as it disappeared to the NNW —a process nade all the easier by the fact
that he, Tyndall, had expressly forbidden the use of the zig-zag!

And then, when the U ysses had so brilliantly circled, first
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to the south and then to the north again, the eneny nust have had her on his
screen—onstantly. And later, the biter bit with a vengeance, the faked eneny
withdrawal to the south-east. Al npost certainly, he, too, had circled to the
north again, picked up the disappearing British cruiser on the edge of his
screen, worked out her intersection course as a cross check on the convoy's, and
radi oed ahead to the wol f-pack, positioning themalnost to the foot.

And now, finally, the last galling blow to whatever shattered remants of his
priSe were left him The eneny had opened fire at extreme range, but wth



extreme accuracy—a dead give-away to the fact that the firing was radar-
controlled. And the only reason for it nust be the eneny's conviction that the
U ysses, by this tinme, must have conme to the inevitable conclusion that the
eneny was equipped with a highly sensitive radar transmitter. The inevitable
concl usion! Tyndall had never even begun to suspect it. Slowy, oblivious to the
pain, he pounded his fist on the edge of the w ndscreen. God, what a blind,
crazily stupid fool he'd been! Six ships, three hundred nmen. Hundreds of tanks
and planes, mllions of gallons of fuel lost to Russia; how nmany nore thousands
of dead Russians, soldiers and civilians, did that represent? And the broken,
sorrowi ng famlies, he thought incoherently, famlies throughout the breadth of
Britain: the telegram boys cycling to the little houses in the Wlsh valleys,
along the wooded |anes of Surrey, to the lonely reek of the peat-fire, renote in
the Western Isles, to the |Iinme-washed cottages of Donegal and Antrim the enpty
hones across the great reaches of the New World, from Newfoundl and and Maine to
the-far slopes of the Pacific. These fam lies would never know that it was he,
Tyndal |, who had so crimnally squandered the |ives of husbands, brothers, sons—
and that was worse than no consol ation at all

"Captain Vallery?" Tyndal Fs voice was only a husky whisper. Vallery crossed
over, stood beside him coughing painfully as the swirling fog caught nose and
throat, lan-cinated inflamed lungs. It was a neasure of Tyndall's distressed
preoccupation that Vallery's obvious suffering quite failed to register.

" Ah, there you are. Captain, this eneny cruiser nust be destroyed."

Val | ery nodded heavily. Yes, sir. How?"
"How?" Tyndall's face, franed in the noisture-beaded hood of his duffel, was
haggard and grey: but he managed
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to raise a ghost of a smle. " As well hung for a sheep. ... | propose to
detach the escorts—ncluding ourselves—and nail him" He stared out blindly into
the fog, his mouth bitter. "A sinple tactical exercise—aybe within even ny
limted conpass." He broke off suddenly, stared over the side then ducked
hurriedly: a shell had exploded in the water—a rare thing—enly yards away,
erupting spray showering dowmn on the bridge.

" We—the Stirling and ourselves—will take himfromthe south,” he continued, "
soak up his fire and radar. Or and his death-or-glory boys w |l approach from
the north. In this fog, they'll get very close before releasing their torpedoes.

Conditions are all against a single ship—he shouldn't have rmuch chance."

" Al the escorts,” Vallery said blankly.
escorts?"

You propose to detach all the

That's exactly what | propose to do, Captain.”
** But —but —perhaps that's exactly what he wants,"” Vallery protested

"Suicide? A glorious death for the Fatherland? Don't you believe it!" Tyndal
scof fed. "That sort of thing went out with Langesdorff and M ddel mann.'

" No, sir!"™ Vallery was inpatient. "
convoy uncovered."

He wants to pull us off, to | eave the



"Well, what of it?" Tyndall demanded. "Who's going to find themin this |ot?"
He waved an armat the rolling, twi sting fog-banks. " Dammit, man, if it weren't
for their fog-buoys, even our ships couldn't see each other. So |I'm dammed sure
no one else could either.™

"No?" Vallery countered swiftly. "How about another Gernman cruiser fitted with
radar? Or even another wol f-pack? Either could be in radio contact with our
friend astern—and he's got our course to the nearest mnute!"

In radio contact? Surely to God our WT. is nonitoring all the tinme?"

Yes, sir. They are. But I'mtold it's not so easy on the V.H F. ranges."

Tyndal |l grunted non-committally, said nothing. He felt desperately tired and
confused; he had neither the will nor the ability to pursue the argument
further. But Vallery broke in on the silence, the vertical |ines between his
eyebrows etched deep with worry.

" And why's our friend sitting steadily on our tails, punping the odd shel
anmong us, unless he's concentrating on
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driving us along a particular course? It reduces his chance of a hit by 90 per
cent—and cuts out half his guns.™

44Maybe he's expecting us to reason like that, to see the obvious." Tyndall was
forcing hinmself to think, to fight his way through a nental fog no |ess nebul ous
and confusing than the dank nmist that swirled around him " Perhaps he's hoping
to panic us into altering course—+to the north, of course-where a U pack may very
wel | be.™

44Possi bl e, possible,"” Vallery conceded. " On the other hand, he nay have gone
a step further. Maybe he wants us to be too clever for our own good. Perhaps he
expects us to see the obvious, to avoid it, to continue on our present course —
and so do exactly what he wants us to do. . . . He's no fool, sir—we know that
now. "

What was it that Brooks had said to Starr back in Scapa, a lifetine ago? " That
fine-drawn feeling . . . that exquisite agony . . . every cell in the brain
stretched taut to breaking point, pushing you over the scream ng edge of
madness. " Tyndall wondered dully how Brooks could have known, could have been so
dammably accurate in his description. Anyway, he knew now, knew what it was to
stand on the screaming edge. . . . Tyndall appreciated dinly that he was at the
l[imt. That aching, nuzzy forehead where to think was to be a blind man wadi ng
through a sea of nolasses. Vaguely he realised that this nust be the first—er

was it the | ast?—synptom of a nervous breakdown. . . . God only knew there had
been plenty of them aboard the U ysses during the past nonths. . . . But he was
still the Admiral. . . . He nust do sonething, say something

"I't"s no good guessing, Dick," he said heavily. Vallery |ooked at him sharply—
never before had old Gles called himanything but " Captain " on the bridge. "

And we've got to do sonething. W'll |eave the Vectra as a sop to our
consciences. No nore." He snmiled wanly. " W nust have at |east two destroyers
for the dirty work. Bentley—take this signal for WT. ' To all escort vessels

and Commander Fl etcher on the Cape Hatteras . . .'"



Wthin ten mnutes, the four warships, boring south-east through the
i npenetrable wall of fog, had halved the distance that |ay between them and the
eneny. The Stirling, Viking and Sirrus were in constant radio communication with
the U ysses—they had to be, for they travelled as blind nmen in an invious world
of grey and she was their eyes and their ears.
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" Radar—bridge. Radar—bridge." Automatically, every eye swing round, riveted on
the | oundspeaker. "Enemy altering course to south: increasing speed.”

" Too late!”™ Tyndall shouted hoarsely. H's fists were clenched, his eyes alight
with triunph. "He's left it too late!"”

Val l ery said nothing. The seconds ticked by, the Uysses knifed her way through
cold fog and icy sea. Suddenly, the |oudspeaker called again.

" Eneny 180&deg; turn. Headi ng sout h-east. Speed 28 knots."

"28 knots? He's on the runl” Tyndall seenmed to have gained a fresh | ease on
l[ife. " Captain, | propose that the Sirrus and U ysses proceed south-east at
maxi mum speed, engage and slow the eneny. Ask WT. to signal Or. Ask Radar
eneny's course."

He broke off, waited inpatiently for the answer.
"Radar —bridge. Course 312. Steady on course. Repeat, steady on course."

" Steady on course," Tyndall echoed. " Captain, commence firing by radar. W
have him we have himl" he cried exultantly. " He's waited too |long! W have
him Captain!”

Again Vallery said nothing. Tyndall |ooked at him half in perplexity, half in
anger. " Well, don't you agree?"
"1 don't know, sir." Vallery shook his head doubtfully. " | don't know at all.
Wiy did he wait so long? Wiy didn't he turn and run the mnute we left the
convoy?"

Too danmm' sure of hinmself!" Tyndall grow ed.

O too sure of sonething else," Vallery said slowy.
make good and sure that we would follow him™

Maybe he wanted to

Tyndal | growl ed again in exasperation, nade to speak then |lapsed into silence
as the U ysses shuddered fromthe recoil of " A" turret. For a nonent, the
billowing fog on the fo'c'sle cleared, atomised by the intense heat and flash
generated by the exploding cordite. In seconds, the grey shroud had fallen once
nor e.

Then, magically it was clear again. A heavy fog-bank had rolled over them and
through a gap in the next they caught a glinpse of the Sirrus, dead on the beam
a nonstrous bone in her teeth, scything to the south-east at sonething better
than 34 knots. The Stirling and the Viking were already lost in the fog astern.

" He's too close,"” Tyndall snapped. " Wy didn't Bowden tell us? W can't
bracket the eneny this way. Signal the
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Sirrus: 'Steam 317 five mnutes.' Captain, same for us. 5 south, then back on
course."

He had hardly sunk back in his chair, and the U ysses, mst-shrouded again, was
only beginning to answer her helm when the WT. |oudspeaker swi tched on.

" WT. —bridge. WT. —bridge----- "

He twin 5.25s of " B " turret roared in deafening unison, flame and snoke
| anci ng out through the fog. Simultaneously, a tremendous crash and expl osion
heaved up the duck-boards beneath the feet of the nen in the bridge catapulting
themall ways, into each other, into flesh-bruising, bone-breaking netal, into
the dazed confusion of nunbed m nds and bodies fighting to reorientate
t hensel ves under the crippling handicap of stunning shock, of eardruns rended by
the blast, of throat and nostrils stung by acrid funes, of eyes blinded by dense
bl ack snmoke. Throughout it all, the calminpersonal voice of the WT.
transmitter repeated its unintelligible nessage.

Gradually the snpoke cleared away. Tyndall pulled hinmself drunkenly to his feet
by the rectifying arm of the binnacle: the explosion had bl owmm himclean out of
his chair into the centre of the conpass platform He shook his head, dazed,
unconpr ehendi ng. Must be tougher than he'd inmmgined: all that way—and he
couldn't renenber bouncing. And that wist, nowthat |lay over at a dammed funny
angle. Hs own wist, he realised with nmld surprise. Funny, it didn't hurt a
bit. And Carpenter's face there, rising up before him the bandages were bl own
of f, the gash received on the night of the great storm gaping w de again, the

face masked with blood. . . . That girl at Henley, the one he was always talking
about Fyndal | wondered, inconsequently, what she would say if she saw hi m now.
Why doesn't the WT. transmtter stop that insane yammering? . . . Suddenly

his mnd was clear.

"My God! Oh, God!" He stared in disbelief at tSe tw sted duckboards, the
fractured asphalt beneath his feet. He released his grip on the binnacle,
lurched forward into the w ndscreen: his sense of balance had confirnmed what his
eyes had rejected: the whole conpass platformtilted forward at an angle of 15
degr ees.

" What is it, Pilot?" H's voice was hoarse, strained, foreign even to hinself.
In God's nane, what's happened? A breech explosion in 4B turret?"

"No, sir." Carpenter drew his forearm across his eyes:
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the kapok sl eeve cane away covered in blood. " A direct hit, sir—smack in the
superstructure.”

" He's right, sir." Carrington had hoisted hinmself far over the w ndscreen, was
peering down intently. Even at that nonent, Tyndall marvelled at the man's
cal mess, his alnost inhuman control." And a heavy one. It's wecked the for'ard
pom pom and there's a hole the size of a door just below us. ... It nust be
pretty bad inside, sir."



Tyndal | scarcely heard the |ast words. He was kneeling over Vallery, cradling
his head in his one good arm The Captain lay crunpled against the gate, barely
conscious, his stertorous breathing interrupted by rasping convul sions as he
choked on his own blood. His face was deathly white.

44Cet Brooks up here, Chrysler—the Surgeon-Commander, | nean!" Tyndall shouted
" At once!"

" WT. —bridge. WT.—bridge. Please acknowl edge. Pl ease acknow edge." The voice
was hurried, |ess inpersonal, anxiety evident even in its nmetallic anonymity.

Chrysler replaced the receiver, |ooked worriedly at the Admral
" Well?" Tyndall demanded. " |Is he on his way?"
"No reply, sir." The boy hesitated. "I think the line's gone."

"Hell's teeth!" Tyndall roared. "What are you doing standing there, then? CGo
and get him Take over, Number One, wll you? Bentley—have the Comrander conme to
the bridge."

44W T. —bridge. WT.—-bridge." Tyndall glared up at the speaker in exasperation,
then froze into immbility as the voice went on. "W have been hit aft. Damage
Control reports codi ng-room destroyed. Nunber 6 and 7 Radar O fices destroyed
Canteen wecked. After control tower severely danmged."

"The After control tower!" Tyndall swore, pulled off his gloves, wincing at the
agony of his broken hand. Carefully, he pillowed Vallery's head on the gl oves,
rose slowy to his feet. "The After Tower | And Turner's there! | hope to Cod

He broke off, nmmde for the after end of the bridge at a stunbling run. Once
there he steadied hinself, his hand on the | adder rail, and peered
apprehensively aft.

At first he could see nothing, not even the after funnel and mainmast. The
grey, withing fog was too dense, too mad-
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deni ngly opaque. Then suddenly, for a mere breath of tine, an icy catspaw
cleared away the mst, cleared away the dark, convol uted snoke-pall above the
after superstructure. Tyn-dall's hand tightened convul sively on the rail, the
knuckl es whitening to ivory.

The after superstructure had di sappeared. In its place was a crazy nmass of
junbled twi sted steel, with " X " turret, normally invisible from the bridge
showing up clearly beyond, apparently unharmed. But the rest was gone—radar
of fices, coding-room police office, canteen, probably nost of the after galley.
Not hi ng, nobody could have survived there. Mracul ously, the truncated nmi nnast
still stood, but inmediately aft of it, perched crazily on top of this devil's
scrap-heap, the After Tower, fractured and grotesquely askew, lay over at an
i mpossi bl e angle of 60&deg;, its range-finder gone. And Comrander Turner had
been in there. . . . Tyndall swayed dangerously on top of the steel |[|adder,
shook his head again to fight off the fog clanmping down on his mnd. There was a
heavy, peculiarly dull ache just behind his forehead, and the fog seemed to be
spreading fromthere.... A lucky ship, they called the Uysses. Twenty nonths on



the worst run and in the worst waters in the world and never a scratch.... But
Tyndal | had al ways known that sone tine, sonme place, her |luck would run out.

He heard hurried steps clattering up the steel |adder, forced his blurred eyes
to focus thenselves. He recognised the dark, lean face at once: it was Leading
Si gnal man Davies, fromthe flag deck. His face was white, his breathing short
and quick. He opened his nmouth to speak, then checked hinself, his eyes staring
at the handrail

" Your hand, sir 1" He switched his startled gaze fromthe rail to Tyndall's
eyes. "Your hand! You've no gloves on, sir!"

" No?" Tyndall |ooked down as if faintly astonished he had a hand. " No, |
haven't, have 1? Thank you, Davies." He pulled his hand off the snoboth frozen
steel, glanced incuriously at the raw, bleeding flesh. "It doesn't matter. Wat

is it, boy?"

" The Fighter Direction Room sir 1" Davies's eyes were dark with renenbered
horror. " The shell exploded in there. It's—t's just gone, sir. And the Pl ot
above . " He stopped short, his jerky voice lost in the crash of the guns of
A " turret Sonehow it seemed strangely unnatural that the
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main armanment still renained effective. " 1've just come fromthe F.D.R and
the Plot, sir," Davies continued, nore calmy now " They—well, they never had a
chance. "

"I ncl udi ng Commander Westcliffe?" Dimy, Tyndall realised the futility of
clutching at straws. " | don't know, sir. It's—+t's just bits and pieces in the

F.DDR, if you followne. But if he was there-----

" He would be," Tyndall interrupted heavily.
Stations . "

He never left it during Action

He stopped abruptly, broken hands clenched involuntarily as the high-pitched
scream and inpact explosion of H E shells blurred into shattering cacophony,
appalling in its closeness.

" My God 1" Tyndall whispered. "That was close 1 Davies! Wat the hell! . . ."

Hi s voice choked off in an agonised grunt, arns flailing wildly at the enpty
air, as his back crashed against the deck of the bridge, driving every | ast
ounce of breath from his body. Wrdlessly, convulsively, propelled by
desperately thrusting feet and | aunched by the powerful back-thrust of arns
pivoting on the handrails, Davies had just catapulted hinself up the last three
steps of the |adder, head and shoul ders socketing into the Admiral's body with
irresistible force. And now Davies, too, was down, stretched his length on the
deck, spreadeagled across Tyndall's legs. He lay very still.

Slowy, the cruel breath rasping his tortured lungs, Tyndall surfaced fromthe
bl ack depths of wunconsciousness. Blindly, instinctively he struggled to sit up
but his broken hand coll apsed under the weight of his body. Hs legs didn't seem
to be much help either: they were quite powerless, as if he were paralysed from
the wai st down. The fog was gone now, and blinding flashes of colour, red, green
and white were coruscating brilliantly across the darkening sky. Starshells? Was



the eneny using a new type of starshell? Dinmly, with a great effort of will, he
realised that there nust be sone connection between these dazzling flashes and
the now excruciating pain behind his forehead. He reached up the back of his
right hand: his eyes were still screwed tightly shut. . . . Then the realisation
faded and was gone.

"Are you all right, sir? Don't nmove. W'Ill soon have you out of this!" The
voi ce, deep, authoritative, boomed directly above the Admiral's head. Tyndall
shrank back, shook his head in inperceptible despair. It was Turner who
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was speaking, and Turner, he knew, was gone. WAs this, then, what it was |ike
to be dead, he wondered dully. This frightening, confused world of blackness and
blinding light at the sanme tine, a dark-bright world of pain and powerl ess-ness
and voices fromthe past?

Then suddenly, of their own volition alnost, his eyelids flickered and were
open. Barely a foot above him were the lean, piratical features of the
Conmander, who was kneeling anxiously at his side.

" Turner 1 Turner?" A questioning hand reached out in tentative hope, clutched
gratefully, oblivious to the pain, at the reassuring solidity of the Commander's
arm "Turner! It is you! | thought----- "

"The After Tower, eh?" Turner smiled briefly. "No, sir -+ wasn't within a mle

of it. | was coming here, just clinbing up to the fo'c'sle deck, when that first
hit threw me back down to the main deck. . . . How are you, sir?"
" Thank God! Thank God! | don't know how !l am M legs . .. Wuat in the nanme of

heaven is that?"

Hi s eyes focusing nornmally again, wi dened in baffled disbelief. Just above
Turner's head, angling for'ard and upward to port, a great white tree-trunk
stretched as far as he could see in either direction. Reaching up, he could just
touch the massive bole with his hand.

The foremast, sir,"” Turner explained. It was sheared clean off by that |ast

shell, just above the |ower yardarm The back blast flung it on to the bridge.
Took nmost of the A.A tower with it, |I'mafraid—and caved in the Main Tower.
don't think young Courtney could have had nuch chance. . . . Davies saw it

com ng—+ was just below himat the tinme. He was very quick-----

" Da vies!" Tyndal Ps dazed mind had forgotten all about him "O course
Davies!" It must be Davies who was pinioning his legs. He craned his neck
forward, saw fhe huddled figure at his feet, the great weight of the mast |ying
across his back. " For God's sake, Conmander, get him out of that!"

"Just lie down, sir, till Brooks gets here. Davies is all right."
"All right? Al right!" Tyndall was al most screaming, oblivious to the silent
figures who were gathering around him "Are you nad, Turner? The poor bastard

nmust be in agony!" He struggled frantically to rise, but several pairs of hands
held himdown, firmy, carefully.
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" He's all right, sir." Turner's voice was surprisingly gentle. Really he is,
sir. He's all right. Davies doesn't feel a thing. Not any nore.” And all at once
the Admiral knew and he fell back linply to the deck, his eyes closed in shocked
under st andi ng.

Hi s eyes were still shut when Brooks appeared, doubly welcome in his confidence
and conpetence. Wthin seconds, alnbst, the Admiral was on his feet, shocked
badly bruised, but otherw se unharnmed. Doggedly, and in open defiance of Brooks,
Tyndal | demanded that he be assisted back to the bridge. His eyes lit up
nmomentarily as he saw Vallery standing shakily on his feet, a white towel to his
nmouth. But fie said nothing. Hi s head bowed, he hoisted hinself painfully into
his chair.

"WT. —bridge. WT.—bridge. Please acknow edge signal." "Is that bloody idiot
still there?" Tyndall denanded
querul ously. "Wy doesn't sofneone----- ?"

You' ve only been gone a couple of mnutes, sir," the Kapok Kid ventured

" Two minutes 1" Tyndall stared at him |apsed into silence. He glanced down at
Br ooks, busy bandaging his right hand. " Have you nothing better to do, Brooks?"
he asked harshly. " No, | haven't," Brooks replied truculently. " Wen shells
expl ode inside four walls, there isn't much work left for a doctor . . . except
signing death certificates," he added brutally. Vallery and Turner exchanged
gl ances. Vallery wondered if Brooks had any idea how far through Tyndall was.
WT. —bridge. WT.—bridge. Vectra repeats request for instruction. Urgent
Urgent."

" The Vectral" Vallery glanced at the Admiral, silent now and notionless, and
turned to the bridge nessenger. " Chrysler! Get through to WT. Any way you can.
Ask themto repeat the first nessage.”

He | ooked again at Turner, following the Admiral's sick gaze over the side. He
| ooked down, recoiled in horror, fighting down the instant nausea. The gunner in
t he spon-son bel ow—+ust another boy |ike Chrysler—ust have seen the falling
mast, must have made a panic-stricken attenpt to escape. He had barely cleared
his cockpit when the radar screen, a hundred square feet of neshed stee
carrying the crushing weight of the nmast as it had snapped over the edge of the
bri dge, had caught him fairly and squarely. He lay still now, mangled, broken,
sonmet hing | ess than human,
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spreadeagl ed in outflung crucifixion across the twin barrels of his Cerlikon

Val l ery turned away, sick in body and nmind. God, the craziness, the futile
insanity of war. Damm that German cruiser, damm those Cerman gunners, damm them
dam theml . . . But why should he? They, too, were only doing a job—and doing
it terribly well. He gazed sightlessly at the wecked shanbles of his bridge
What damably accurate gunnery! He wondered, vaguely, if the U ysses had
regi stered any hits. Probably not, and now, of course, it was inpossible. It was

i mpossi bl e now because the U ysses, still racing south-east through the fog, was
conpletely blind, both radar eyes gone, victins to the weather and the German
guns. Wrse still, all the Fire Control towers were damaged beyond repair. If
this goes on, he thought wyly, all we'll need is a set of grappling irons and a

supply of cutlasses. In terms of nodern naval gunnery, even although her main



armanent was intact, the U ysses was hopelessly crippled. She just didn't have a
chance. What was it that Stoker Riley was supposed to have said—= being thrown

to the wolves "? Yes, that was it— thrown to the wolves.” But only a Nero, he
reflected wearily, would have blinded a gl adiator before throwing himinto the

arena.

Al firing had ceased. The bridge was deadly quiet. Silence, conplete silence,
except for the sound of rushing water, the muffled roar of the great engine-room
i ntake fans, the nonotonous, nerve-drilling pinging of the Asdic—and these,
oddly enough, only served to deepen the great silence

Every eye, Vallery saw, was on Admiral Tyndall. Odd Gles was munbling
sonething to hinself, too faint to catch. His face, shockingly grey, haggard and
bl otched, still peered over the side. He seened fascinated by the sight of the

dead boy. O was it the smashed Radar screen? Had the full significance of the
br oken scanner and wecked Director Towers dawned on him yet? Vallery |ooked at
himfor a long nonment, then turned away: he knew that it had.

A4AW T. —bri dge. WT. —bridge." Everyone on the bridge junped, swung round in
nerve-jangl ed startlenent. Everyone except Tyndall. He had frozen into a graven
i mobility.

44Si gnal from Vectra. First Signal. Received 0952." Vallery glanced at his
watch. Only six mnutes ago! | npossible!

"Signal reads: Contacts, contacts, 3, repeat 3. Arend to 5. Heavy concentration
of U boats, ahead and abeam Am engaging."'"
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Every eye on the bridge swng back to Tyndall. H's, they knew, the
responsibility, his the decision—taken al one, against the advice of his senior
officer—+o | eave the convoy al nost unguarded. Inpersonally, Vallery admred the
baiting, the timng, the springing of the trap. How would old Gles react to
this, the culmnation of a series of disastrous miscal cul ati ons—i scal cul ati ons
for which, in all fairness, he could not justly be blaned. . . . But he would be
hel d accountable. The iron voice of the |oudspeaker broke in on his thoughts.

" Second signal reads: ' In close contact. Depth-charging. Depth-charging. One
vessel torpedoed, sinking. Tanker torpedoed, damaged, still afloat, under
conmand. Pl ease advise. Please assist. Ugent. Ugentl"'

The speaker clicked off. Again that hushed silence, strained, unnatural. Five
seconds it lasted, ten, twenty—then everyone stiffened, |ooked carefully away.

Tyndal | was clinbing down fromhis chair. H's novenments were stiff, slow with
the careful faltering shuffle of the very old. He linped heavily. Hs right
hand, startling white in its snow sheath of bandage, cradled his broken wist.
There was about him a queer, twisted sort of dignity, and if his face held any
expression at all, it was the far-off echo of a smle. Wien he spoke, he spoke
as a man mght talk to hinself, aloud.

441 am not well," he said. " | am going below. " Chrysler, not too young to have
an inkling of the tragedy, held open the gate, caught Tyndall as he stunbled on
the step. He glanced back over his shoulder, a quick, pleading |ook, caught and
understood Vallery's conpassionate nod. Side by side, the old and the young

they noved slowy aft. Gadually, the shuffling died away and they were gone



The shattered bridge was curiously enpty now, the nen felt strangely al one.
G les, the cheerful, buoyant, indestructible Gles was gone. The speed, the
extent of the collapse was not for imedi ate conprehension: the only sensation
at the noment was that of being unprotected and defencel ess and al one

Qut of the mouths of babes and sucklings Inevitably, the first to
break the silence was Brooks. "N cholls always maintained that . . ." He stopped
short, his head shaking in slow incredulity. " | nust see what | can do," he
finished abruptly, and hurried off the bridge.
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Val |l ery watched him go, then turned to Bentley. The Captain's face, haggard,
shadowed with grizzled beard, the colour of death in the weird half-light of the
fog, was quite expressionless.

"Three signals, Chief. First to Vectra. "Steer 360&deg;. Do not disperse.
Repeat, do not disperse. Am coning to your assistance.' " He paused, then went
on: " Signit, ' Admral, 14 ACS ' Cot it? ... Right. No tine to code it.

Pl ai n | anguage. Send one of your nen to the WT. at once.”

" Second: To Stirling, Sirrus and Viking. ' Abandon pursuit inmedi ate. Course
north-east. Maxi mum speed.' Plain |anguage also." He turned to the Kapok Kid. "
How s your forehead, Pilot? Can you carry on?" " O course, sir.'

"Thank you, boy. You heard ne? Convoy re-routed north-say in a few mnutes'
tine, at 1015. 6 knots. G ve me an intersection course as soon as possible.”

"Third signal, Bentley: To Stirling, Sirrus and Viking: ' Radar out of action.
Cannot pick you up on screen. Stream fog-buoys. Siren at two-mnute intervals.'
Have that nessage coded. Al acknow edgenents to the bridge at once. Commander
| v

" Sir?" Turner was at his el bow

" Hands to defence stations. It's ny guess the pack will have gone before we
get there. Wio' Il be off watch?"

"Lord only knows," said Turner frankly. "Let's call it port."

Vallery smled faintly. " Port it is. Oganise two parties. First of port to
clear away all |oose weckage: over the side with the |ot—keep nothing. You'l
need the blacksnmith and his mate, and |I'm sure Dodson will provide you with an

oxy-acetyl ene crew. Take charge yourself. Second of port as burial party.
Nicholls in charge. Al bodies recovered to be laid out in the canteen when it's
clear. . . . Perhaps you could give ne a full report of casualties and damage

i nside the hour?"

Long before that, sir. . . . Could | have a word with you in private?"

They wal ked aft. As the shelter door shut behind them Vallery |ooked at the
Conmmander curiously, half-hunorously. "Another nutiny, perhaps, Conmander ?"



" No, sir." Turner unbuttoned his coat, his hand struggling into the depths of
a hip-pocket. He dragged out a flat half-bottle, held it up to the light. "Thank
the Lord for
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that!" he said piously. " | was afraid it got smashed when | fell. . . . Rum
sir. Neat. | know you hate the stuff, but never m nd. Cone on, you need this!"

Vall ery's brows canme down in a straight |ine.

Rum Look here, Commander, do you----- "

"To hell with KRs and A F.Os!" Turner interrupted rudely. "Take it—you need
it badly! You've been hurt, you've lost a lot nore blood and you're al npbst
frozen to death." He uncorked it, thrust the bottle into Vallery's reluctant
hands. " Face facts. W need you—npre than ever now-and you're al nbst dead on
your feet—and | nean dead on your feet," he added brutally. "This night keep you
going a few nore hours."

You put things so nicely,’
j udgrent "

Val | ery rmurnured. Very well. Against ny better

He paused, the bottle to his nouth.
" And you give ne an idea, Conmander. Have the bosun break out the rum Pipe
Up spirits.' Double ration to each nman. They, too, are going to need it." He
swal lowed, pulled the bottle away, and the grinmace was not for the rum

"Especially,” he added soberly, "the burial party."

CHAPTER TEN
FRI DAY AFTERNCON

THE SWTCH clicked on and the harsh fluorescent light flooded the darkening
surgery. N cholls woke with a start, one hand coming up autonmatically to shield
exhausted eyes. The light hurt. He screwed his eyes to slits, peered painfully
at the hands of his wist-watch. Four o'clock! Had he been asleep that |ong?
God, it was bitterly col d!

He hoisted hinmself stiffly forward in the dentist's chair, twisted his head
round. Brooks was standing with his back to the door, snow covered hood fram ng
his silver hair, nunbed fingers funbling with a packet of cigarettes. Finally he
managed to pull one out. He |ooked up quizzically over a flaring match-head.

"Hall o, there, Johnny! Sorry to waken you, but the skipper wants you. Plenty of
time, though."™ He dipped the cigarette into the dying flanme, |ooked up again.
Ni choll's, he thought wi th sudden conpassion, |ooked ill, desperately tired
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and overstrained; but no point in telling him so. How are you? On second

t houghts, don't tell nme! I'ma danmmed sight worse nyself. Have you any of that
poi son |eft?"



"Poison, sir?" The levity was alnost automatic, part of their relationship with
each other. " Just because you make one wong di agnosis? The Admiral wll be al
right----- "

" Gd! The intolerance of the very young—especially on the providentially few
occasions that they happen to be right. ... | was referring to that bottle of
bootl eg hooch fromthe Isle of Mull."

** Coll," Nicholls corrected. " Not that it natters—you've drunk it all
anyway, " he added unkindly. He grinned tiredly at the Conmander's crestfallen
face, then relented. " But we do have a bottle of Talisker left." He crossed
over to the poison cupboard, unscrewed the top of a bottle marked "Lysol." He
heard, rather than saw, the clatter of glass agai nst gl ass, wondered vaguely,
with a kind of clinical detachrment, why his hands were shaking so badly.

Brooks drained his glass, sighed in bliss as he felt the grateful warnth
si nki ng down inside him

44Thank you, my boy. Thank you. You have the nakings of a first-class doctor."

You think so, sir? | don't. Not any longer. Not after to-day." He wi nced,
remenbering. " Forty-four of them sir, over the side in ten mnutes, one after
the other, |ike—+tike so many sacks of rubbish.”

"Forty-four?" Brooks |ooked up. "So many, Johnny?"

44Not really, sir. That was the nunber of missing. About thirty, rather, and

God only knows how many bits and pieces. ... It was a brush and shovel job in
the F.D.R " He smiled, mirthlessly. " | had no dinner, to-day. | don't think
anybody else in the burial party had either. ... I'd better screen that
porthole."

He turned away quickly, wal ked across the surgery. Low on the horizon, through
the thinly-falling snow, he caught intermttent sight of an evening star. That
meant that the fog was gone—the fog that had saved the convoy, had hidden them
fromthe U boats when it had turned so sharply to the north. He could see the
Vectra, her depth-charge racks enpty and nothing to show for it. He could see
the VWtura, the damaged tanker, close by, alnmost awash in the water, hanging
grimy on to the convoy. He could see four of the Victory ships, big, powerful
reassuring, so pitifully deceptive in their indestructible permanence. ... He
sl amred the scuttle,
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screwed hone the last butterfly nut, then swung round abruptly.

" Wiy the hell don't we turn back?" he burst out. " Who does the old man think
he's Kkidding—us or the Germans? No air cover, no radar, not the faintest chance
of hel pl The Germans have us pinned down to an inch now-and it'll be easier
still for themas we go on. And there's a thousand mles to go 1" His voice
rose. " And every bl oody eneny ship, U boat and plane in the Arctic smacking
thek lips and waiting to pick us off at thek leisure." He shook his head in
despair. " 1'll take my chance with anybody else, sir. You know that. But this
is just nurder—er suicide. Take your pick, sir. It's all the same when you're
dead. "

44Now, Johnny, you're not------



Wiy doesn't he turn back?' Nicholls hadn't even heard the interruption
He's only got to give the order. \Wat does he want? Death or glory? Wuat's he
after? Immortality at ny expense, at our expense?" He swore, bitterly. 44Maybe
Riley was right. Wnderful headlines. ' Captain Richard Vallery, D.S. O, has
been post hunously awar d-

44shut up!" Brooks's eye was as chill as the Arctic ice itself, his voice a
biting |ash.

"You dare to talk of Captain Vallery like that!" he said softly. " You dare to
besnkch the nanme of the nost honourable . . ." He broke off, shook his head in
wr at hf ul wonder. He paused to pick his words carefully, his eyes never |eaving
the other's white, strained face.

" He is a good officer, Lieutenant Nicholls, maybe even a great officer: and
that just doesn't matter a damm. What does natter is that he is the finest
gentl eman—+ say * gentleman' —+'ve ever known, that ever wal ked the face of this
gracel ess, Cod-forsaken earth. He is not like you or me. He is not |ike anybody

at all. He wal ks alone, but he is never lonely, for he has conpany all the way .
men |ike Peter, like Bede, like St. Francis of Assisi." He |aughed shortly.

" Funny, isn't it—+o hear an old reprobate |like myself talk like this?

Bl aspheny, even, you might call it—except that the truth can never be bl aspheny.

And | know. "

Ni cholls said nothing. Hs face was |i ke a stone.

44Death, glory, imortality,"” Brooks went on relentlessly. 44These were your
words, weren't they? Death?" He smiled and Shook his head again. "For Richard
Val l ery, death doesn't exist. Gory? Sure, he wants glory, we all want

154

glory, but all the London Gazettes and Bucki ngham Pal aces in the world can't
give himthe kind of glory he wants: Captain Vallery is no longer a child, and
only children play with toys. ... As for immortality." He |aughed, w thout a
trace of rancour now, laid a hand on N cholls's shoulder. " | ask you, Johnny—
woul dn't it be dammed stupid to ask for what he has already?"

Ni cholls said nothing. The silence |engthened and deepened, the rush of the air
from the ventilation |louvre becane oppressively loud. Finally, Brooks coughed
| ooked neaningfully at the " Lysol " bottle.

Nicholls filled the glasses, brought them back. Brooks caught his eyes, held

them and was filled with sudden pity. Wat was that classical understatenent of
Cunni ngham s during the German invasion of Crete— It is inadvisable to drive
men beyond a certain point." Trite but true. True even for nen like N cholls.
Br ooks wondered what particular private kind of hell that boy had gone through
that norning, digging out the shattered, torn bodies of Wat had once been nen.
And, as the doctor in charge, he would have had to exanmine themall—er all the
pi eces he could find.

" Next step up and I'll be in the gutter.” N cholls's voice was very low. " |
don't know what to say, sir. | don't know what made ne say it. ... I'msorry."

" Me too," Brooks said sincerely.
it." He lifted his glass, inspected the contents |ovingly

" Shooting off my nmouth like that! And | nean
" To our enenies,



Johnny: their downfall and confusion, and don't forget Admiral Starr." He
drai ned the glass at a gulp, set it down, |ooked at Nicholls for a |ong nonent.

" 1 think you should hear the rest, too, Johnny. You know, why Vallery doesn't
turn back." He smiled wyly. " It's not because there are as nany of these
dammed U boats behind us as there are in front—which there undoubtedly are." He
lit a fresh cigarette, went on quietly:

" The Captain radioed London this norning. Gave it as his considered opinion
that FR77 woul d be a goner— annihilated ' was the word he used and, as a word,
they don't conme any stronger—ong before it reached the North Cape. He asked at
least to be allowed to go north about, instead of east for the Cape. . . . Pity
there was no sunset to-night, Johnny," he added hal f-hunmourously. " | would have
liked to see it."

"Yes, yes," N cholls was inpatient. "And the answer?"
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"Eh! Oh, the answer. Vallery expected it imediately."” Brooks shrugged. " It
took four hours to cone through.” He smiled, but there was no |aughter in the
eyes. " There's sonething big, something on a huge scale brewi ng up sonmewhere
It can only be sone mmjor invasion—this under your hat, Johnny?"

O course, sir!"

" What it is | haven't a clue. Maybe even the | ong-awaited Second Front.
Anyway, the support of the Hone Fleet seenms to be regarded as vital to success.
But the Home Fleet is tied up—by the Tirpitz- And so the orders have gone out—
get the Tirpitz. Get it at all costs.” Brooks smiled, and his face was very

cold. " W're big fish, Johnny, we're inportant people. W' re the biggest,
juiciest bait ever offered up the bhiggest, juiciest prize in the world to-day—
although I'mafraid the trap's a trifle rusty at the hinges. . . . The signal

cane fromthe First Sea Lord—and Starr. The decision was taken at Cabinet |evel
W go on. W go east."”

" W are the ' all costs,'" said Nicholls flatly. W are expendable.”

" We are expendable," Brooks agreed. The speaker above his head clicked on, and
he groaned. " Hell's bells, here we go again!"

He waited until the clanpbur of the Dusk Action Stations' bugle had died away,
stretched out a hand as Nicholls hurried for the door

" Not you, Johnny. Not yet. | told you, the skipper wants you. On the bridge
ten mnutes after Stations begin."

"What? On the bridge? What the hell for?"

Your | anguage is unbecoming to a junior officer," said j Brooks solemly.
"How did the nmen strike you to-day?" he went on inconsequently. " You were
working with themall norning. Their usual selves?"

Ni chol I s blinked, then recovered.

" 1 suppose so0." He hesitated. " Funny, they seened a |ot better a couple of
days ago, but—well, now they're back to the Scapa stage. Walking zonbies. Only



nore so—they can hardly wal k now " He shook his head. Five, six nmen to a
stretcher. Kept tripping and falling over things. Asleep on their feet—eyes not
focusing, too damed tired to | ook where they're going."

Brooks nodded. " | know, Johnny, | know. [|'ve seen it nyself.'

Not hi ng nutinous, nothing sullen about them any nore."
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Ni chol s was puzzled, seeking tiredly to reduce nebul ous, scattered inpressions
to a honpbgeneous coherence. " They've neither the energy nor the initiative left

for a mutiny now, anyway, | suppose, but it's not that. Kept nuttering to
thenselves in the F.D.R: 'Lucky bastard.' 'He died easy' —things like that. O

' Od Gles—off his bleedin' rocker.' And you can inmgi ne the shake of the head.
But no hunour, none, not even the grisly variety you usually . . ." He shook his
own head. " | just don't know, sir. Apathetic, indifferent, hopel ess—all 'em
what you like. I'd call "emlost."

Brooks | ooked at hima |long noment, then added gently:

"Wuld you now?" He nused. "And do you know, Johnny, | think you' d be right.
Anyway, " he continued briskly, " get up there. Captain's going to nmake a

tour of the ship."

"What!" Nicholls was astounded. "During action stations? Leave the bridge?"

" Just that."

"But—but he can't, sir. It's—t's unprecedented!"”

" So's Captain Vallery. That's what |'ve been trying to tell you all evening."

"But he'll kill hinself!" N cholls protested wildly.

" That's what | said," Brooks agreed wyly. Clinically, he's dying. He should
be dead. Wat keeps himgoing God only knows—titerally. It certainly isn't

plasma or drugs. . . . Once in a while, Johnny, it's salutary for us to
appreciate the limts of medicine. Anyway, | talked himinto taking you with
him . . . Better not keep himwaiting."

For Lieutenant N cholls, the next two hours were borrowed from purgatory. Two
hours, the Captain took to his inspection, tw hours of constant wal king, of
clinmbing over stormsills and tangled weckage of steel, of squeezing and
twi sting through inpossibly narrow apertures, of clinbing and descending a
hundred | adders, two hours of exhausting torture in the bitter, heart-sapping
cold of a sub-zero tenperature. But it was a nenory that was to stay with him
al ways, that was never to return without filling himwith warnth, with a strange
and wonderful gratitude.

They started on the poop—Vallery, N cholls and Chief Petty Oficer Hartley—
Val l ery woul d have none of Hastings, the Master-At-Arns, who usually acconpani ed
the Captain on his rounds. There was sonething oddly reassuring about the big,
conpetent Chief. He worked like a Trojan that
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ni ght, opening and shutting dozens of watertight doors, lifting and | owering
count| ess heavy hatches, knocking off and securing the thousand clips that held
these doors and hatches in place, and before ten m nutes had passed, lending a
protesting Vallery the support of his powerful arm

They clinbed down the long, vertical |adder to " Y"' magazine, a dim and gl oony
dungeon thinly Et with pinpoints of garish light. Here were the butchers, bakers
and candl estick nakers—the non-specialists in the purely offensive branches. "
Hostilities only " ratings, alnost to a man, in charge of a trained gunner, they
had a cold, dirty and ungl anorous job, strangely neglected and forgotten—
strangely, because so terribly dangerous. The four-inch arnmour encasing them
of fered about as much protection as a sheet of newspaper to an eight-inch
arnmour - pi ercing shell or a torpedo.

The nagazine walls—walls of shells and cartridge cases—were soaki ng wet,
dri pping constantly visibly, with icy condensation. Half the crew were |eaning
or lying against the racks, blue, pinched, shivering with cold, their breath
hanging heavily in the chill air: the others were trudging heavily round and
round the hoist, feet splashing in pools of water, lurching, stunmbling with
sheer exhaustion, gloved hands buried in their pockets, drawn, exhausted faces
sunk on their chests. Zonbies, N cholls thought wonderingly, just living
zonbi es. Why don't they lie down?

Gradual | y, everyone becane aware of Vallery's presence, stopped wal king or
struggling painfully erect, eyes too tired, mnds too spent for either wonder or
surpri se.

As you were, as you were,"” Vallery said quickly. VWho's in charge here?"

"1 am sir.'
of Vallery.

A stocky, overalled figure walked slowy forward, halted in front

"Ah, yes. Gardiner, isn't it?" He gestured to the nen circling the hoist.
VWhat in the world is all this for, Gardiner?"

Ice," said Gardiner succinctly. W have to keep the water noving or it'l
freeze in a couple of mnutes. W can't have ice on the magazine floor, sir."

" No, no, of course notl But—but the punps, the drain-cocks?"

"Solid!"

But surely—this doesn't go on all the tinme?"
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** |In flat weather—all the tine, sir

" Good God!" Vallery shook his head incredul ously, splashed his way to the
centre of the group, where a slight, boyish figure was coughing cruelly into a
corner of an enormous green and white nuffler. Vallery placed a concerned arm
across the shaki ng shoul ders.

"Are you all right, boy?"



"Yes, sir. 'Course Ah anml" He lifted a thin white face racked with pain. " Ah'm
fine," he said indignantly.

"What's your nane?"
" McQuater, sir."

"And what's your job, MQuater?"

"Assi stant cook, sir.

How ol d are you?"

Ei ghteen, sir." Merciful heavens, Vallery thought, this isn't a cruiser I'm
runni ng—+t's a nursery!

"From d asgow, eh?" He sniled

Yes, sir." Defensively.

" 1 see." He |ooked down at the deck, at MQuater's boots half-covered in
water. " Wiy aren't you wearing your sea-boots?" he asked abruptly.

44\ don't get issued with them sir."

But your feet, nman! They nust be soaking!"

"Ah don't know, sir. Ah think so. Anyway," MQuater said sinmply, " it doesnha
matter. Ah canna feel them™

Vallery winced. Nicholls, looking at the Captain, wondered if he realised the
di stressing, pathetic picture he hinself presented with his sunken, bl oodless
face, red, inflamed eyes, his nouth and nose daubed with crinson, the inevitable
dark and sodden hand-towel clutched in his |eft glove. Suddenly unaccountably,

Ni cholls felt ashamed of hinself: that thought, he knew, could never occur to
this man.

Vallery smiled down at MQuater

" Tell me son, honestly-are you tired?"

44Ah am t hat -Ah nean, aye, aye, Sir

Me too," Vallery confessed. But —you can carry on a bit |onger?"

He felt the frail shoulders straighten under his arm

" 'Course Ah can, sir!" The tone was injured, alnmost truculent. " 'Course Ah
can!"

Val l ery's gaze travelled slowy over the group, his dark eyes glow ng as he

heard a murnured chorus of assent. He made to speak, broke off in a harsh
coughing and bent his
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head. He | ooked up again, his eyes wandering once nore over the circle of now
anxi ous faces, then turned abruptly away.

" W won't forget you," he murnured indistinctly. " | pronm se you, we won't
forget you." He splashed quickly away, out of the pool of water, out of the poo
of light, into the darkness at the foot of the |adder.

Ten mnutes later, they emerged from"Y" turret. The night sky was cloudless
now, brilliant with diamantine stars, little chips of frozen fire in the dark
velvet of that fathom ess floor. The cold was intense. Captain Vallery shivered
involuntarily as the turret door slanmed behind them

"Hartl ey?"
n Si r ?ll

"1 smelt rumin there!"
" Yes, sir. So did |I." The Chief was cheerful, unperturbed. " Proper stinking
with it. Don't worry about it though, sir. Half the men in the ship bottle their
rumration, keep it for action stations.”

"Conpl etely forbidden in regulations, Chief. You know that as well as | do!"

" | know. But there's no harm sir. Warns '"emup—and if it gives them Dutch
courage, all the better. Renenber that night the for'ard pom pom got two
St ukas?"

O course."

" Canned to the wide. Never have done it otherwise. . . . And now, sir, they
need it."

" Suppose you're right, Chief. They do and | don't blame them" He chuckled. "
And don't worry about nmy knowi ng —+'ve always known. But it snelled like a
sal oon bar in there. "

They clinmbed up to " X " turret—the marine turret—then down to the mmgazi ne
Wherever he went, as in " Y' magazine, Vallery left the nmen the better for his
com ng. In personal contact, he had sone strange indefinable power that lifted
nmen above thenselves, that brought out in them sonething they had never known to
exist. To see dull apathy and hopel essness slowy give way to resolution, albeit
a kind of nunbed and desperate resolve, was to see sonething that baffled the
understandi ng. Physically and nentally, Nicholls knew, these nen had |ong since
passed the point of no return.

Vaguely, he tried to figure it out, to study the approach and techni que. But
t he approach varied every tinme, he saw, was no nore than a natural reaction to
different sets of cir-
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cunmst ances as they presented thenselves, a reaction utterly lacking in
cal cul ation or finesse. There was no technique. Was pity, then, the activating
force, pity for the neart-6rea&pound;-ing gallantry of a man so clearly dying?



O was it shame—if he can do it, if he can still drive that wasted nockery of a
body, if he can kill himself just to come to see if we're all right—+f he can do
that and snile—then, by God, we can stick it out, too? That's it, N cholls said
to hinself, that's what it is, pity and shane, and he hated hinself for thinking
it, and not because of the thought, but because he knew he lied. . . . He was
too tired to think anyway. H's mnd was woolly, fuzzy round the edges, his

t houghts disjointed, uncontrolled. Like everyone else's. Even Andy Carpenter,
the | ast man you woul d suspect of it—he felt that way, too, and admitted it.

He wondered what the Kapok Kid would have to say to this. . . . The Kid was
probably wandering too, but wandering in his own way, back as always on the
banks of the Thames. He wondered what the girl in Henley was |ike. Her nane
started with " J "—Joan, Jean-he didn't know the Kapok Kid had a big golden " J
" on the right breast of his kapok suit—-she had put it there. But what was she
like? Blonde and gay, like the Kid hinmself? O dark and kind and gentle, |ike
St. Francis of Assisi? St. Francis of Assisi? Wiy in the world did he—ah, yes,
old Socrates had been tal king about him Wasn't he the nman of whom Axel Munt he

"Nichollsl Are you all right?" Vallery's voice was sharp with anxiety.

"Yes, of course, sir." N cholls shook his head, as if to clear it. Just

gat heri ng wool. \Were to now, sir?"

" Engineers' Flat, Danmge Control parties, Sw tchboard, Nunber 3 Low Power
room-no, of course, that's gone—Noyes was killed there, wasn't he? ... Hartl ey,
I'd appreciate it if you'd let nmy feet touch the deck occasionally. "

Al these places they visited in turn and a dozen ot hers besi des—ot even the
renotest corner, the nost inpossible of access, did Vallery pass by, if he knew
a man was there, closed up to his action station

They cane at last to the engine and boiler-roons, to the gul ping pressure
changes on unaccustoned eardruns as they went through the airlocks, to the
antithetically breath-taking blast of heat as they passed inside. In " A"
boiler-room Nicholls insisted on Vallery's resting for sone mnutes. He was
grey with pain and weakness, his breathing very dis-
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tressed. Nicholls noticed Hartley talking in a corner, was dimy aware of
sonmeone | eaving the boiler-room

Then his eyes caught sight of a burly, swarthy stoker, with bruised cheeks and
the remants of a gorgeous black eye, stalking across the floor. He carried a
canvas chair, set it down with a thunp behind Vallery.

" A seat, sir," he grow ed.

" Thank you, thank you." Vallery lowered hinself gratefully, then |ooked up in
surprise. " Riley?" he murnured, then switched his glance to Hendry, the Chief
Stoker. " Doing his duty with a mninmum of grace, eh?"

Hendry stirred unconfortably.

" He did it off his own bat, sir."



* I"msorry," Vallery said sincerely. Forgive nme, Riley. Thank you very
much." He stared after himin puzzled wonder, |ooked again at Hendry, eyebrows
lifted in interrogation, |

Hendry shook his head. |

"Search me, sir. I've no idea. He's a queer fish. Does things like that. He'd
bend a | ead pipe over your skull w thout batting an eyelid—and he's got a mania
for looking after kittens and lame dogs. O if you get a bird with a broken
wing—Riley's your man. But he's got a |low opinion of his fellowren, sir."

Val |l ery nodded slowy, w thout speaking, |eaned against the canvas back and
closed his eyes in exhaustion. Nicholls bent over him

"Look, sir," he urged quietly, "why not give it up? Frankly, sir, you're
killing yourself. Can't we finish this sonme other tine?"

I"'mafraid not, my boy." Vallery was very patient. You don't understand.
Some other tine' will be too late.” He turned to Hendry. ** So you think you'll
manage all right, Chief?"

" Don't you worry about us, sir." The soft Devon voice was grim and gentle at
the sane tine. " Just you |look after yourself. The stokers won't let you down,
sir."

Vallery rose painfully to his feet, touched himlightly on the arm " Do you
know, Chief, | never thought you would. . . . Ready, Hartley?' He stopped short,
seeing a giant duffel- \ coated figure waiting at the foot of the |adder, the
face below the hood dark and sonbre. "Wio's that? Ch, | know Never thought
stokers got so cold,” he smiled. |
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Yes, sir, it's Petersen," Hartley said softly. He's coming with us."

"Who said so? And—and Petersen? Wasn't that------ ?"
" Yes, sir. Riley's—er—tieutenant in the Scapa business. . . . Surgeon
Commander's orders, sir. Petersen's going to give us a hand.”

" Us? Me, you nean." There was no resentnent, no bitterness in Vallery's voice.
" Hartley, take ny advice—never let yourself get into the hands of the doctors.

You think he's safe?" he added hal f - hunor ously.

"He'd probably kill the nman who | ooked sideways at you," Hartley stated matter-

of-factly. "He's a good man, sir. Sinple, easily |ed—but good."

At the foot of the |adder, Petersen stepped aside to let them pass, but Vallery
st opped, | ooked up at the giant towering six inches above him into the grave
bl ue eyes below the flaxen hair.

" Hallo, Petersen. Hartley tells me you're conming with us. Do you really want
to? You don't have to, you know. "

" Please, Captain." The speech was slow and precise, the face curiously
dignified in unhappiness. " | amvery sorry for what has happened------



" No, no!" Vallery was instantly contrite. ** You msunderstand. It's a bitter
night up top. But | would like it very much if you would conme. WII| you?"

Petersen stared at him then began slowy to snile, his face darkening with
pl easure. As the Captain set foot on the first step, the giant arm canme round
him The sensation, as Vallery described it later, was very much |ike going up
inalift.

From there they visited Engi neer Commander Dodson in his engine-room a
cheerful, encouraging, imensely conpetent Dodson, an engineer to his finger-
tips in his single-nmnded devotion to the great engines under his care. Then aft
to the Engineers' Flat, up the conpani onway between the wecked Canteen and the
Police Ofice, out on to the upper deck. After the heat of the boiler-room the
100&deg; drop in tenperature, a drop that strangled breath with the involuntary
constriction of the throat and made a skin-crawing nockery of " Arctic
clothing," was alnost literally paralysing.

The starboard torpedo tubes—the only ones at the standby —were only four paces
away. The crew, huddled in the Iee of the wecked bosun's store—the one
destroyed by the
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Bl ue Ranger's shells—were easily located by the stanping of frozen feet, the
uncontrol |l able chattering of teeth.

Val l ery peered into the gloom M. T.O there?"
"Captain, sir?" Surprise, doubt in the voice.

Yes. How are things going?"

"All right, sir." He was still off-balance, hesitant. "I think young Smith's
eft foot is gone, sir—frosthite."

Take hi m bel ow—at once. And organi se your crew into ten mnute watches: one
to keep a tel ephone watch here, the other four in the Engineers' Flat. From now
on. You understand?" He hurried away, as if to avoid the enbarrassment of

t hanks, the murnurs of smling gl adness.

They passed the torpedo shop, where the spare torpedoes and conpressed air
cylinders were stored, clinbed the |adder to the boat-deck. Vallery paused a
nmonent, one hand on the boat-w nch, the other holding the bl oody scarf, already
frozen alnost solid, to nmouth and nose. He could just distinguish the shadowy
bul ki ness of nerchantnen on either side: their masts, though, were oddly
visible, swinging lazily, gently against the stars as the ships rolled to a
slight swell, just beginning. He shuddered, pulled his scarf higher round his
neck. God, it was cold! He noved for'ard, |eaning heavily on Peterson's arm The
snow, three to four inches deep, cushioned his footsteps as he cane up behind an
Cerlikon gun. Quietly, he laid a hand on the shoul der of the hooded gunner
hunched forward in his cockpit.

"Things all right, gunner?"

No reply. The nan appeared to stir, nmoved forward, then fell still again.



" | said, Are you all right?'" Vallery's voice had hard- i ened. He shook the
gunner by the shoulder, turned inpatiently to Hartley.

"Asl eep, Chief! At Action Stations! W're all dead from lack of sleep, |I know—
but his mates bel ow are depending on him There's no excuse. Take his nane!"

" Take his nanme!" N cholls echoed softly, bent over the |I cockpit. He shoul dn't
speak like this, he knew, but he couldn't help it. " Take his nane," he
repeated. " Wat for? H s next of kin? This man is dead."

The snow was beginning to fall again, cold and wet and feathery, the wi nd
lifting a perceptible fraction. Vallery felt the first icy flakes, unseen in the
dar kness, brushing his cheeks, heard the distant noban of the wind in the
rigging, lonely and forlorn. He shivered.
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Hi s heater's gone." Hartley w thdrew an exploratory hand, straightened up. He
seenmed tired. " These Qerlikons have black heaters bolted to the side of the
cockpit. The gunners |ean against them sir, for hours at a tine. . . . I'm
afraid the fuse nust have blown. They've been warned against this, sir, a

t housand tines."

"Good CGod! Good God!" Vallery shook his head slowy. He felt old, terribly

tired. "What a useless, futile way to die. . . . Have himtaken to the Canteen,
Hartley."

" No good, sir." Nicholls straightened up also. " It'Il have to wait. Wat with
the cold and the quick onset of rigor nortis—well, it'll have to wait."

Val | ery nodded assent, turned heavily away. All at once, the deck 'speaker aft
of the winch blared into raucous life, a rude desecration that shattered the
chilled hush of the evening.

Do you hear there? Do you hear there? Captain, or notify Captain, to contact
bridge inmredi ately, please." Three tinmes the nmessage was repeated, then the
' speaker clicked off.

Quickly Vallery turned to Hartley.

"Where's the nearest phone, Chief?"

" Right here, sir." Hartley turned back to the Cerlikon, stripped earphones and
chest nouthpiece fromthe dead man. " That is, if the A A tower is still
manned?"

" What's left of it is."

"Tower? Captain to speak to bridge. Put me through.” He handed the receiver to

Vallery. " Here you are, sir."
" Thank you. Bridge? Yes, speaking. . Yes, yes. . . . Very good. Detail the
Sirrus. . . . No, Commander, nothing | can do anyway—fust maintain position

that's all." He took the handset off, handed it back to Hartley.



"Asdic contact from Viking" he said briefly. "Red 90." He turned, |ooked out
over the dark sea, realised the futility of his instinctive action, and
shrugged. " We've sent the Sirrus after him Conme on."

Their tour of the boat-deck gun-sites conpleted with a visit to the nidships'
pom pom crew, bone-chilled and shaking with cold, under the command of the
bearded Doyl e, respectfully sul phurous in his outspoken coments on the weat her
they dropped down to the nain deck again. By this tinme Vallery was maki ng no
protest at all, not even of the nobst token kind, against Petersen's help and
support. He was too glad of them He blessed Brooks for his foresight and
t hought f ul ness, and was touched by the rare delicacy and
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consi deration that pronpted the big Norwegian to withdraw his supporting arm
whenever they spoke to or passed an isolated group of nen.

I nside the port screen door and just for'ard of the galley, Vallery and
Ni cholls, waiting as the others knocked the clanps off the hatch |eading down to
the stokers' ness, heard the nmuffled roar of distant depth-charges—there were
four in all—felt the pressure waves strike the hull of the Uysses. At the first
report Vallery had stiffened, head cocked in attention, eyes fixed on infinity,
in the i menorial nmanner of a man whose ears are doing the work for all the
senses. Hesitated a monment, shrugged, bent his armto hook a |leg over the hatch
coam ng. There was nothing he could do

In the centre of the stokers' ness was another, heavier hatch. This, too, was
opened. The |adder led down to the steering position, which, as in nost nodern
war shi ps, was far renoved fromthe bridge, deep in the heart of the ship bel ow
the armour-plating. Here, for a couple of minutes, Vallery talked quietly to the
quartermaster, while Petersen, working in the confined space just outside
opened the massive hatch—450 | bs. of steel, actuated by a counter-bal anci ng
pul | ey wei ght —whi ch gave access to the hold, to the very bottom of the U ysses,
to the Transmitting Station and No. 2 Low Power Room

A mazing, confusing nystery of a place, this Low Power Room confusing to the
eye and ear. Round every bul khead, interspersed with scores of switches,
breakers and rheostats, were ranged tiered banks of literally hundreds of fuses,
baffling to the untrained eye in their nyriad conplexity. Baffling, too, was the
function of a score or nore of |ow power generators, nerve-drilling in the
frenetic dissonance of i their high-pitched huns. Nicholls straightened up at
the foot of the ladder and shuddered involuntarily. A bad place, this. How
easily could nind and nerves slide over the edge of insanity under the pounding
I nsi stent clamour of the desynchroni sed cacophony 1

Just then there were only two nmen there—an Electric Artificer and his

assi stant, bent over the big Sperry master gyro, making sone |atitude adjustnent
to the highly conplex machinery of the conpass. They |ooked up quickly, tired
surprise nmelting into tired pleasure. Vallery had a few words with them-speech
was difficult in that bedl am of sound—then noved over to the door of the T.S.

He had his glove on the door handle when he froze to
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conplete stillness. Another pattern had expl oded, nmuch closer this tine, two
cable lengths distant, at nost. Depth-charges, they knew, but only because



reason and experience told them deep down in the heart of an arnour-plated ship
there is no sense of explosion, no roar of erruption froma detonating depth-
charge. Instead, there is a tremendous, netallic clang, peculiarly tinny in
calibre, as if sonme giant with a giant sledge had struck the ship's side and
found the arnmour | oose.

The pattern was followed al nost inmediately by another two expl osions, and the
U ysses was still shuddering under the inpact of the second when Vallery turned
the handle and wal ked in. The others filed in after the Captain, Petersen
closing the door softly behind him At once the clanour of the electric nmotors
died gratefully away in the hushed silence of the T.S

The T.S., fighting heart of the ship, lined like the Low Power Room though it
was by banks of fuses, was conpletely dom nated by the two huge electronic
conputing tables occupying alnost half the floor space. These, the vital |inks
between the Fire Control Towers and the turrets, were generally the scene of
i ntense, controlled activity: but the alnost total destruction of the towers
that nmorning had nmade them all but useless, and the undermanned T.S. was
strangely quiet. Altogether, there were only eight ratings and an officer
manni ng the tables.

The air in the T.S., a T.S. promnently behung with ™ No Snoking " notices, was
blue with tobacco snoke hanging in a flat, lazily drifting cloud near the
deckhead—a cl oud which spiralled thinly down to snoul dering cigarette ends. For
Ni cholls there was sonething oddly reassuring in these burning cigarettes: in
the unnatural bowtaut stillness, in the inhuman imobility of the nmen, it was
the only guarantee of life

He | ooked, in a kind of detached curiosity, at the rating nearest him A thin,
dar k- haired man, he was sitting hunched forward, his elbow on the table, the
cigarette clipped between his fingers a bare inch from his half-open nouth. The
snbke was curling up, lacing its smarting path across vacant, sightless eyes
oblivious to the irritation, the ash on the cigarette, itself alnbst two inches
in length, drooping slightly. Vaguely, N cholls wondered how | ong he had been
sitting there notionless, utterly notionless . . . and why?

Expectancy, of course. That was it—expectancy. It was
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too obvious. Waiting, just waiting. Waiting for what? For the first tinme it
struck Nicholls, struck himwth blinding clarity, what it was to wait, to wait
with the bowstring of the nerves strung down at inhuman tension, strung down far
beyond quivering to the tautened immobility of snapping point, to wait for the
torpedo that would send them crashing into oblivion. For the first time he
realised why it was that nmen who could, invariably it seend, find sonething com
pl ai ningly hunorous in any place and every place never joked about the T.S. A
death trap is not funny. The T.S. was twenty feet below water level: for'ard of

it was " B" nmgazine, aft of it" A" boiler-room on either side of it were fue
tanks, and below it was the unprotected bottom prinme target for acoustic nines
and torpedoes. They were ringed, surrounded, by the elenments, the threat of
death, and it needed only a flash, a wandering spark, to trigger off the
anni hilating reality. . . . And above them in the one in a thousand chance of
survival, was a series of hatches which could all too easily warp and | ock solid
under the netal -tw sting shock of an expl osion. Besides, the primary idea was
that the hatches, deliberately heavy in construction, should stay shut in the



event of damage, to seal off the flooded compartnents below. The nen in the T.S.
knew this.

"Good- evening. Everything all right down here?" Val-lery's voice, quiet and
cal m as ever, sounded unnaturally loud. Startled faces, white and strained
twi sted round, eyes opening in astonishnent: the depth-charging, Nicholls
real i sed, had nmasked their approach

" Wuldn't worry too nuch about the racket outside," Vallery went on
reassuringly. " A wandering U boat, and the Sirrus is after him You can thank
your stars you're here and not in that sub."

No one el se had spoken. N cholls, watching them saw their eyes flickering back
fromVallery's face to the forbidden cigarettes, understood their disconfort,
their enbarrassnent at being caught red-handed by the Captain.

" Any reports fromthe main tower, Brierley?" he asked the officer in charge
He seemed unaware of the strain.

" No, sir. Nothing at all. Al quiet above."

"Fine!" Vallery sounded positively cheerful. "No news is good news." He brought
his hand out from his pocket, proffered his cigarette case to Brierley. " Snpke?
And you, N cholls?" He took one hinself, replaced the case, absently picked up a
box of nmatches Iying in front of the nearest
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gunner and if he noticed the gunner's startled disbelief, the slow beginnings
of a smile, the tired shoulders slunping fractionally in a long, soundless sigh
of relief, he gave no sign.

The thunderous cl angi ng of nore depth-charges drowned the rasping of the hatch
drowned Vallery's harsh, convul sive coughing as the snoke reached his |ungs.
Only the reddening of the sodden hand-towel betrayed him As the last vibration
di ed away, he | ooked up, concern in his eyes.

" Good CGod! Does it always sound |ike that down here?"

Brierley smled faintly. More or less, sir. Usually nore.™

Val lery | ooked slowy round the nen in the T.S., nodded for'ard
" * B magazine there, isn't it?"

"Yes, sir."

"And nice big fuel tanks all around you?"
Brierley nodded. Every eye was on the captain.

" | see. Frankly, I'd rather have ny own job—woul dn't have yours for a pension

Nicholls, | think we'll spend a few m nutes down here, have our snopke in
peace. Besides," —he grinned—think of the increased fervour with which we'll
count our bl essings when we get out of here I"



He stayed five minutes, talking quietly to Brierley and his nmen. Finally, he
stubbed out his cigarette, took his |leave and started for the door.

" Sir." The voice stopped himon the threshold, the voice of the thin dark
gunner whose nmt ches he had borrowed.

"Yes, what is it?"

" | thought you might like this." He held out a clean, white towel. " That one
you've got is-well, sir, | mean
" Thank you." Vallery took the towel w thout any hesitation. " Thank you very

much. "

Despite Petersen's assistance, the long clinb up to the upper deck left Vallery
very weak. Hi s feet were dragging heavily.

"Look, sir, this is nadness!" Nicholls was desperately anxious. "Sorry, sir, |
didn't nean that, but—adl, conme and see Comrander Brooks. Please!"

Certainly.” The reply was a husky whisper. " Qur next port of call anyway."
Hal f a dozen paces took themto the door of the Sick Bay. Vallery insisted on
seei ng Brooks al one. Wen he cane out of the surgery after sone tine, he seened

curiously refreshed
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his step lighter. He was smiling, and so was Brooks. N cholls |agged behind as
the Captain left.

G ve himanything, sir?" he asked. " Honest to God, he's killing hinself!"
" He took sonething, not nuch." Brooks sniled softly. " | know he's killing

hi nsel f, so does he. But he knows why, and | know why, and he knows | know why.
Anyway, he feels better. Not to worry, Johnny I"

Ni cholls waited at the top of the |adder outside the Sick Bay, waited for the
Captain and others to come up from the tel ephone exchange and No. 1 Low Power
Room He stood aside as they clinbed the coanming, but Vallery took his arm
wal ked him slowy for'ard past the Torpedo O fice, nodding curtly to Carslake
in nomnal charge of a Dammge Control party. Carslake, face still swathed in
white, |ooked back with eyes wild and staring and strange, his gaze al npst
devoid of recognition. Vallery hesitated, shook his head, then turned to
Ni cholls, smling

" B.MA in secret session, eh?" he queried. " Never mind, N cholls, and don't
worry. |I'mthe one who should be worrying."

" I ndeed, sir? \Wy?"

Val | ery shook his head again. "Rumin the gun turrets, cigarettes in the T.S.
and now a fine old whisky in a * Lysol' bottle. Thought Conmander Brooks was
going to poison ne —and what a glorious death! Excellent stuff, and the Surgeon
Commander's apol ogies to you for broaching your private supplies.”

Ni cholls flushed darkly, began to stammer an apol ogy but Vallery cut him off.



"Forget it, boy, forget it. \Wat does it nmatter? But it nakes ne wonder what
we're going to find next. An opium den in the Capstan Flat, perhaps, or dancing
girls in 'B turret?"

But they found nothing in these or any other places, except cold, misery and
hunger - haunt ed exhaustion. As ever, Nicholls saw, they—er rather, Vallery—teft
the nen the better of their coming. But they thenselves were now in a pretty bad
state, Nicholls realised. Hs own |egs were nmade of rubber, he was exhausted by
conti nuous shivering: where Vallery found the strength to carry on, he couldn't
even begin to imagi ne. Even Petersen's great strength was flaggi ng, not so rnuch
from half-carrying Vallery as fromthe
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ceasel ess hamering of clips frozen solid on doors and hatches.

Leani ng agai nst a bul khead, breathing heavily after the ascent from" A "
magazi ne, Nicholls |ooked hopefully at the Captain. Vallery saw the | ook
interpreted it correctly, and shook his head, smling

" Mght as well finish it, boy. Only the Capstan Flat. Nobody there anyway, |
expect, but we might as well have a |ook."

They wal ked slowly round the heavy machinery in the niddle of the Capstan Flat,
for'ard past the Battery Room and Sail naker's Shop, past the Electrical Wrkshop
and cells to the |ocked door of the Painter's Shop, the nost for'ard conpartnent
in the shinp.

Val l ery reached his hand forward, touched the door synbolically, smiled tiredly
and turned away. Passing the cell door, he casually flicked open the inspection
port, glanced in perfunctorily and noved on. Then he stopped dead, wheel ed round
and flung open the inspection port again.

" What in the nanme of —Ral ston! Wat on earth are you doing here?" he shouted

Ral ston smiled. Even through the thick plate glass it wasn't a pleasant snile
and it never touched the blue eyes. He gestured to the barred grille, indicating
that he could not hear.

Inmpatiently, Vallery twisted the grille handle.

"What are you doing here, Ralston?" he demanded. The brows were drawn down
heavily over blazing eyes. " In the cells—and at this tinme! Speak up, nman! Tel
me!" Nicholls |ooked at Vallery in slow surprise. The old man—angry! It was
unheard of! Shrewdly, N cholls decided that he'd rather not be the object of
Vallery's fury.

" 1 was |ocked up here, sir." The words were innocuous enough, but their tone
said, " What a dammed silly question.” Vallery flushed faintly.

"When?"
"At 1030 this norning, sir."

" And by whom may | inquire?"



" By the Master-At-Arnms, sir."

On what authority?" Vallery demanded furiously.

Ral ston | ooked at hima | ong nonent w thout speaking. H's face was
expressionless. " On yours, sir."

"Mne!" Vallery was incredulous. "I didn't tell himto |ock you up 1"
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You never told himot to," said Ralston evenly. Vallery w nced: the
oversight, the lack of consideration was his, and that hurt badly.

"Where's your night Action Station?" he asked sharply.

** Port tubes, sir." That, Vallery realised, explained why only the starboard
crew had been cl osed up.

"And why-why have you been left here during Action Stations? Don't you know
it's forbidden, against all regulations?"

" Yes, sir." Again the hint of the wintry smle. " | know But does the Master-
At - Arnms know?" He paused a second, snmiled again. " O nmaybe he just forgot," he
suggest ed.

" Hartley!" Vallery was on balance again, his tone level and grim "The Master-
At-Arnms here, imediately: see that he brings his keys!" He broke into a harsh
bout of coughing, spat sone blood into the towel, |ooked at Ralston again

I'"'msorry about this, ny boy," he said slowy. " Genuinely sorry."
" How s the tanker?" Ral ston asked softly.

" What ? What did you say?" Vallery was unprepared for the sudden switch. " What
t anker ?"

The one that was damaged this norning, sir.

"Still with us.” Vallery was puzzled. "Still with us, but low in the water. Any
speci al reason for asking?"

Just interested, sir.

The smile was wy, but this tine it was a smle. " You

He stopped abruptly as a deep, muffled roar crashed through the silent night,
the pressure blast listing the Uysses sharply to starboard. Vallery lurched
staggered and would have fallen but for Petersen's sudden arm He braced hinself
against the righting roll, looked at Nicholls in sudden dismay. The sound was
all too fanmiliar.

Ni chol I s gazed back at him sorry to his heart for this fresh burden for a
dyi ng man, and nodded slowy, in reluctant agreenent with the unspoken thought
in Vallery's eyes.

Afraid you' re right, sir. Torpedo. Sonebody's stopped a packet.™



Do you hear there!" The capstan flat speaker was hurried, intense,
unnaturally loud in the aftermath of silence. " Do you hear there! Captain on
the bridge: urgent. Captain on the bridge: urgent. Captain on the bridge

ur gent.
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CHAPTER ELEVEN
FRI DAY EVEN NG

BENT ALMOST doubl e, Captain Vallery clutched the handrail of the port [|adder
leading up to the fo'c'sle deck. Desperately, he tried to | ook out over the
dar kened water, but he could see nothing. A mist, a dark and swirling and
roaring nmist flecked with blood, a nmist shot through with dazzling |ight swam
before his eyes and he was blind. H s breath came in great whoopi ngs gasps that
racked his tortured lungs: his lower ribs were clanped in giant pincers, pincers
that were surely crushing him That stunbling, lurching run from the forepeak,
he dimMy realised, had all but killed him dose, too dam' close, he thought. I
nmust be nore careful In future

Slowy his vision cleared, but the brilliant |ight remined. Heavens above,
Val l ery thought, a blind man could have seen all there was to see here. For
there was nothing to be seen but the tenebrous silhouette, so faint as to be
al nost i magi ned, of a tanker deep, deep in the water—and a great colunn of
flame, hundreds of feet in height, streaking upwards from the heart of the dense
nmushroom of snmoke that obscured the bows of the torpedoed ship. Even at the
di stance of half a mile, the roaring of the flanmes was al nbst intol erable.
Val | ery watched appal |l ed. Behind him he could hear N cholls swearing, softly,
bitterly, continuously.

Vallery felt Petersen's hand on his arm ** Does the Captain wish to go up to
the bridge?"

" In a nonent, Petersen, in a noment. Just hang on." H's nind was functioning
again, his eyes, conditioned by forty years' training, automatically sweeping
the horizon. Funny, he thought, you can hardly see the tanker—the Wtura, it
nmust be-she's shielded by that thick pall of snopbke, probably; but the other
ships in the convoy, white, ghost-like, sharply etched against the indigo blue
of the sky, were bathed in that deadly glare. Even the stars had died

He becanme aware that N cholls was no |longer swearing in repetitious nonotony,
that he was talking to him

"A tanker, isn't it, sir? Hadn't we better take shelter? Renenber what happened
to that other one!"
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"What one?" Vallery was hardly |istening.

" The Cochella. A few days ago, | think it was. Good God, no! It was only this
nor ni ng! "

" Wien tankers go up, they go up, N cholls." Vallery seened curiously far away.
" If they just burn, they may |last |ong enough. Tankers die hard, terribly hard,
my boy: they |live where any other ship would sink."



44But —but she must have a hole the size of a house in her side!" N cholls
pr ot est ed.

44No odds," Vallery replied. He seened to be waiting, watching for sonmething. "
Trenmendous reserve buoyancy in these ships. Maybe 27 sealed tanks, not to
mention cofferdans, punp-roons, engine-roons. . . . Never heard of the Nel son
device for punping conpressed air into a tanker's oil tanks to give it buoyancy,
to keep it afloat? Never heard of Captain Dudley Mason and the Chi ot Never heard
of . . ." He broke off suddenly, and when he spoke again, the dream ng |ethargy
of the voice was gone

441 thought so!" he exclainmed, his voice sharp with excitenment. " | thought so
The Wytura's still under way, still under command! Good God, she nust still be
doi ng al nost 15 knots! The bridge, quick!"

Vallery's feet left the deck, barely touched it again till Petersen set him
down carefully on the duckboards in front of the startled Commander. Vallery
grinned faintly at Turner's astonishnment, at the bushy eyebrows lifting over the
dark, lean buccaneer's face, |eaner, nore recklessly chiselled than ever in the
glare of the blazing tanker. If ever a man was born 400 years too late, Vallery
t hought inconsequentially ; but what a man to have around

441t's all right, Commander." He |aughed shortly. " Brooks thought | needed a
Man Friday. That's Stoker Petersen. Over-enthusiastic, maybe a trifle apt to
take orders too literally. . . . But he was a Godsend to nme to-night. . . . But
never mnd ne." He jerked his thunb towards the tanker, blazing even nore
whitely now, difficult to look at, alnpst, as the noonday sun. " How about hi nP"

44Vakes a bl oody fine lighthouse for any German ship or plane that happens to
be looking for us,"” Turner grow ed. 44M ght as well send a signal to Trondhei m
giving our lat. and long."

44Exactly," Vallery nodded. " Besides setting up sonme beautiful targets for the
sub that got the Wtura just now. A
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dangerous fellow, Conmander. That was a brilliant piece of work—n alnost tota

dar kness, too."

Probably a scuttle sonebody forgot to shut. We haven't the ships to keep
checking themall the tinme. And it wasn't so damed brilliant, at |east not for
him The Viking's in contact right now, sitting over the top of him ... | sent
her right away."

" Good man!" Vallery said warmy. He turned to | ook at the burning tanker,
| ooked back at Turner, his face set. " She'll have to go, Commander.'

Turner nodded slowy. " She'll have to go," he echoed
"It is the Wtura, isn't it?"
"That's her. Sane one that caught it this norning."

"Who's the naster?"



" Haven't the foggiest," Turner confessed. " Number One, Pilot? Any idea where
the sailing list is?"

" No, sir." The Kapok Kid was hesitant, oddly unsure of hinself. " Admral had
them | know. Probably gone, now. "

"What makes you think that?" Vallery asked sharply.
" Spicer, his pantry steward, was al nost choked with snmoke this afternoon,
found him nmaki ng a whacking great fire in his bath," the Kapok Kid said
m serably. " Said he was burning vital docunments that nmust not fall into eneny
hands. O d newspapers, mnostly, but | think the list nmust have been anong them
It's nowhere else.™

" Poor old . . ." Turner renenbered just in tinme that he was speaking of the
Adm ral, broke off, shook bis head in conpassionate wonder. " Shall | send a
signal to Fletcher on the Cape Hatterasl"
" Never mind." Vallery was inpatient. " There's no tine. Bentley—+to the naster
Wtura: ' Please abandon ship inmmediately : we are going to sink you.'"

Suddenly Vallery stunbled, caught hold of Turner's arm

Sorry," he apol ogi sed. I"'mafraid nmy legs are going. Gone, rather." He
smled up wyly at the anxious faces. " No good pretending any longer, is there?
Not when your legs start a mutiny on their own. Oh, dear God, |'m done!"

" And no bl oody wonder!" Turner swore. " | wouldn't treat a mad dog the way you
treat yourself! Come on, sir. Admiral's chair for you—now If you don't, I'll
get Petersen to you," he threatened, as Vallery nade to protest. The protest
died in a smle, and Vallery neekly allowed hinself to be helped into a chair.
He sighed deeply, relaxed into the
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God- sent support of the back and arnms of the chair. He felt ghastly, powerless,
his wasted body a wi de sea of pain, and deadly cold; all these things, but also
proud and grateful —Turner had never even suggested that he go bel ow

He heard the gate crash behind him the nurnmur of voices, then Turner was at
hi s side.

"The Master-at-Arnms, sir. Did you send for hinP"

"I certainly did." Vallery twisted in his chair, his face grim "Cone"here,
Hastings!"

The Master-at-Arns stood at attention before him As always, his face was a
mask, inscrutable, expressionless, alnbst inhuman in that fierce light.

Listen carefully." Vallery had to raise his voice above the roar of the

flames: the effort even to speak was exhausting. " | have no tinme to talk to you
now. | will see you in the nmorning. Meantine, you will rel ease Leadi ng Seaman
Ral ston inmediately. You will then hand over your duties, your papers and your

keys to Regulating Petty O ficer Perrat. Twice, now, you have overstepped the
limts of your authority: that is insolence, but it can be overl ooked. But you
have al so kept a man | ocked in cells during Action Stations. The prisoner would



have died like a rat in a trap. You are no |longer Master-At-Arnms of the U ysses.
That is all."

For a couple of seconds Hastings stood rigidly in shocked unbelieving silence,
then the iron discipline snapped. He stepped forward, arns raised in appeal, the
mask col l apsed in contorted bew | dernent.

" Relieved of ny duties? Relieved of ny duties! But, sir, you can't do that!
You can't "

H s voice broke off in a gasp of pain as Turner's iron grip closed over his
el bow.

" Don't say ' can't' to the Captain,"” he whispered silkily in his ear. "You
heard hin? Get off the bridge!"

The gate clicked behind him Carrington said, conversationally : " Sonebody's
using his head aboard the Wtura—fitted a red filter to his Aldis. Couldn't see
it otherwse."”

I mredi ately the tension eased. Al eyes were on the winking red light, a
hundred feet aft of the flames, and even then barely distinguishable. Suddenly
it stopped.

"What does he say, Bentley?" Vallery asked quickly.

Bent | ey coughed apol ogetically.
will ramyou. Engine intact. W can nake it.

Message reads:

Are you hell. Try it and |

Vallery closed his eyes for a nonment. He was begi nning
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to appreciate how old G les nust have felt. Wien he | ooked up again, he had
made his deci sion.

Signal: * You are endangering entire convoy. Abandon ship at once. Repeat, at

once.'" He turned to the Commander, his nmouth bitter. " | take off my hat to
him How would you like to sit on top of enough fuel to blow you to Ki ngdom
Come. . . . Must be oil in sone of his tanks. . . . God, how | hate to have to

threaten a man like that!"
" | know, sir," Turner murnured. ** | know how it is. ... Wnder what the
Vi king's doing out there? Should be hearing from her now?"

Send a signal," Vallery ordered. " Ask for information." He peered aft,
searched briefly for the Torpedo Lieutenant. "Were's Marshall ?"

"Marshal | ?" Turner was surprised. "In the Sick Bay, of course. Still on the
injured list, renmenber—four ribs gone?"

" O course, of course!" Vallery shook his head tiredly, angry with hinmself. "
And the Chief Torpedo Gunner's Mate—Noyes, isn't it?—he was killed yesterday in
Number 3. How about Vi ckers?"

" H was in the F.D.R ™"



" In the F.D.R," Vallery repeated slowy. He wondered why his heart didn't
stop beating. He was long past the stage of chilled bone and coagul ati ng bl ood
H s whole body was a great block of ice. . . . He had never known that such cold
could exist. It was very strange, he thought, that he was no |onger shivering

"I'"ll do it nyself, sir," Turner interrupted his wandering. " |'Il take over
the bridge Torpedo Control —dsed to be the worst Torps. officer on the China
Station." He snmiled faintly. " Perhaps the hand has not lost what little cunning
it ever possessed!"

"Thank you." Vallery was grateful.. "You just do that."

"We'll have to take him from starboard,"” Turner reminded him " Port contro
was smashed this norning—forenmast didn't do it any good. ... IlIl go check the
Dumaresq.1 . . . Good God!" His hand gripped Vallery's shoulder with a strength
that made himwi nce. " It's the Adnmiral, sir! He's coming on the bridge!"

I ncredul ously, Vallery twisted round in his chair. Turner was right. Tyndal
was com ng through the gate, heading

i The Dumaresq was a miniature plotting table on which such relevant factors as
correspondi ng speeds and courses were worked out to provide firing tracks for
t he torpedoes.
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purposefully towards him la the deep shadow cast by the side of the bridge, he
seenmed di senbodi ed. The bare head, sparsely covered with thin, straggling w sps
of white, the grey, pitifully-shrunken face, the suddenly stooped shoul ders,
unaccountably thin under black oilskins, all these were thrown into harsh relief
by the flanes. Below, nothing was visible. Silently, Tyndall padded his way
across the bridge, stood waiting at Vallery's side.

Slowy, leaning on Turner's ready arm Vallery clinbed down. Unsnmiling, Tyndal
| ooked at him nodded gravely, hoisted hinself into his seat. He picked up the
bi noculars from the | edge before him slowy quartered the horizon.

It was Turner who noticed it first.

"Sir! You've no gloves on, sir I"

"What ? What did you say?" Tyndall replaced the gl asses, |ooked incredulously at
hi s bl ood- stai ned, bandaged hands. "Ah! Do you know, | knew | had forgotten
sonet hing. That's the second tine. Thank you, Conmander." He smiled courteously,
pi cked up the binoculars again, resumed Hs quartering of the horizon. Al at
once Vallery felt another, deadlier chill pass through him and it had nothing
to do with the bitter chill of the Arctic night.

Turner hesitated helplessly for a second, then turned quickly to the Kapok Kid.

"Pilot! Haven't | seen gauntlets hanging in your chart-house?"

"Yes, sir. Right away!" The Kapok Kid hurried off the bridge

Turner | ooked up at the Admiral again.



" Your head, sir—you've nothing on. Wuldn't you like a duffel coat, a hood,
sir?"

" A hood?" Tyndall was amused. " What in the world for? I"mnot cold. ... If
you'll excuse ne, Commander?" He turned the binoculars full into the glare of
the blazing VWtura. Turner |ooked at him again, |ooked at Vallery, hesitated,
then wal ked aft.

Carpenter was on his way back with the gl oves when the WT. |oudspeaker clicked
on.

" WT.—bridge. WT.—-bridge. Signal from Viking; 'Lost contact. Am continuing
search.” "

"Lost contact!" Vallery exclained. Lost contact—the worst possible thing that
coul d have happened! A U-boat out there, |oose, unnmarked, and the whole of FR77
lit up like a fairground. A fairground, he thought bitterly, clay
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pipes in a shooting gallery and with about as nmuch chance of hitting back once
contact had been | ost. Any second now.

He wheel ed round, clutched at the binnacle for support. He had forgotten how
weak he was, how the tilting of the shattered bridge affected bal ance

Bentley! No reply fromthe Wtura yet?"

" No, sir,"” Bentley was as concerned as the Captain, as aware of the desperate
need for speed. " Mybe his power's gone—o, no, no, there he is now, sir!"”

" Captain, sir.

Val l ery | ooked round. " Yes, Commander, what is it? Not nore bad news, | hope?"

"Fraid so, sir. Starboard tubes won't trai nfamred solid."

" Wn't train," Vallery snapped irritably. " That's nothing new, surely. lce

frozen snow. Chip it off, use boiling water, blow anps, any old------
" Sorry, sir." Turner shook his head regretfully. " Not that. Rack and

turntabl e buckl ed. Must have been either the shell that got the bosun's store or
Nunber 3 Low Power Room—nmedi ately bel ow. Anyway—kaput!"

"Very well, then!" Vallery was inpatient. "It'll have to be the port tubes."

" No bridge control left, sir,
control ?"

Turner obj ected. Unless we fire by |ocal

" No reason why not, is there?" Vallery demanded. "After all, that's what
torpedo crews are trained for. Get on to the port tubes—+ assune the
comuni cation line there is still intact—tell themto stand by."

Yes, sir.

“And Tur ner?"



"Sir?"

" I"'msorry." He smled crookedly. " As old Gles used to say of hinself, |I'm
just a crusty old curnudgeon. Bear with me, wll you?"

Turner grinned synpathetically, then sobered quickly. He jerked his head
forward.

"How is he, sir?"

Val l ery | ooked at the Commander for a |ong second, shook his head, al nost
i nperceptibly. Turner nodded heavily and was gone.

" Well, Bentley? What does he say?"

" Bit confused, sir," Bentley apologised. " Couldn't get it
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all. Says he's going to |leave the convoy, proceed on his own. Sonething |ike
that, sir.”

Proceed on his own! That was no solution, Vallery knew. He might still burn for

hours, a dead give-away, even on a different course. But to proceed on his own!
An unprotected crippled, blazing tanker—and a thousand mles to Mirnansk, the
worst thousand niles in all the world! Vallery closed his eyes. He felt sick to
his heart. A nan like that, and a ship like that—and he had to destroy them

bot h!

Suddenly Tyndal | spoke.

"Port 30!" he ordered. Hs voice was loud, authoritative. Vallery stiffened in
dismay. Port 30! They'd turn into the Wtura.

There was a couple of seconds' silence, then Carrington, Oficer of the Watch
bent over the speaking-tube, repeated: " Port 30." Vallery started forward
stopped short as he saw Carrington gesturing at the speaking-tube. He'd stuffed
a gauntlet down the nouthpiece.

"M dshi ps!"

"M dships, sir!"

" St eady! Captai n?"

"Sir?"
" That light hurts ny eyes,” Tyndall conplained. " Can't we put that fire out?"
" We'll try, sir." Vallery wal ked across, spoke softly. " You look tired, sir.

Woul dn't you like to go bel ow?"
"What ? Go bel owd Me!"

Yes, sir. W'll send for you if we need you," he added persuasively.

Tyndal |l considered this for a monent, shook his head grimy



" Wn't do, Dick. Not fair to you. . . ." His voice trailed away and he
nmuttered something that sounded like ' Admiral Tyndall,"” but Vallery couldn't be
sure.

" Sir? 1l didn't catch------ "

" Nothing!" Tyndall was very abrupt. He |ooked away towards the Wtura
excl ai med in sudden pain, flung up an armto protect his eyes. Vallery, too
started back, eyes screwed up to shut out the sudden blinding flash of flane
from the Vytura.

The expl osion crashed in their ears alnost sinultaneously, the blast of the
pressure wave sent themreeling. The Wtura had been torpedoed again, right aft,
close to her
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engi ne-room and was heavily on fire there. Only the bridge island, am dships,
was mraculously free from snoke and flames. Even in the nonment of shock
Val | ery thought, " She nust go now. She can't |ast nuch longer." But he knew he
was deluding hinself, trying to avoid the inevitable, the decision he nust take
Tankers, as he'd told Nicholls, died hard, terribly hard. Poor old Gles, he
t hought unaccountably, poor old G les.

He noved aft to the port gate. Turner was shouting angrily into the tel ephone

"You'll dam' well do what you're told, do you hear? Get them out imediately!
Yes, | said 'inmediately'!"

Val l ery touched his armin surprise. " Wat's the matter, Comander?"
"Of all the bloody insolence |I" Turner snorted. "Telling ne what to do!"
"Who?"

"The L. T.O on the tubes. Your friend Ralston!" said Turner wathfully

" Ralston! O course!™ Vallery renenbered now. " He told ne that was his night
Action Stations. Wat's wong?"

44\What's wong: Says he doesn't think he can do it. Doesn't like to, doesn't
wish to do it, if you please. Blasted insubordination!" Turner funed.
Vallery blinked at him " Ral ston—are you sure? But of course you are. ... |
wonder. . . . That boy's been through a very private hell, Turner. Do you think-

" 1 don't know what to think!"™ Turner lifted the phone again. "Tubes nine-oh?
At last! . . . Wat? Wat did you say? .. . Wiy don't we ... Qunfire! Qunfire!"
He hung up the receiver with a crash, swng round on Vallery.

" Asks ne, pleads with me, for gunfire instead of torpedoes! He's mad, he mnust
be! But mad or not, |'m going down there to knock some sense into that nutinous
young devil!" Turner was angrier than Vallery had ever seen him " Can you get
Carrington to man this phone, sir?"



"Yes, yes, of course!" Vallery hinself had caught up sonme of Turner's anger. "
What ever his sentiments, this is no tine to express them "™ he snapped. "

Straighten himup. . . . Mybe I've been too |enient, too easy, perhaps he
thinks we're in his debt, at sonme psychol ogi cal disadvantage, for the shabby
treatnent he's received. . . . Al right, all right, Conmander!" Turner's

nmounting inpatience was all too
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evi dent . OS you go. Going in to attack in three or four minutes."” He turned
abruptly, passed in to the conpass platform

"Bentl ey!"

"Sir?"

Last signal------
"Better have a look, sir," Carrington interrupted. "He's slowi ng up."

Val l ery stepped forward, peered over the w ndscreen. The Wtura, a roaring mass
of flames was falling rapidly astern.

"Clearing the davits, sir!" the Kapok Kid reported excitedly. "I think—yes,
yes, | can see the boat com ng down!"

"Thank God for that!" Vallery whispered. He felt as though he had been granted
a new |l ease of life. Head bowed, he clutched the screen with both hands—eaction
had left him desperately weak. After a few seconds he | ooked up

" WT. code signal to Sirrus" he ordered quietly. "' Circle well astern. Pick
up survivors fromthe Wtura's lifeboat."'"

He caught Carrington's quick | ook and shrugged. " It's a better than even ri sk,
Nunber One, so to hell with Admiralty orders. CGod," he added with sudden
bitterness, " wouldn't | love to see a boatload of the * no-survivors-wll-be-
pi cked-up' Whitehall warriors drifting about in the Barents Sea!" He turned
away, caught sight of N cholls and Petersen

"Still here, are you, Nicholls? Hadn't you better get bel ow?"

If you wish, sir." N cholls hesitated, nodded forward towards Tyndall

" | thought, perhaps------

Perhaps you're right, perhaps you're right." Vallery shook his head in weary
perplexity. "We'll see. Just wait a bit, will you?" He raised his voice
"Pilot!"

" Sir?"

"Sl ow ahead bot h!"

"Sl ow ahead both, sir!"

Gradual ly, then nmore quickly, way fell off the Uysses and she dropped slowy
astern of the convoy. Soon, even the last ships in the lines were ahead of her,



thrashing their way to the north-east. The snow was falling nore thickly now,
but still the ships were bathed in that savage glare, frighteningly vul nerable
in their naked hel pl essness.

Seething with anger, Turner brought up short at the port
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torpedoes. The tubes were out, their evil, gaping nmouths, high-lighted by the
great flanes, pointing out over the intermttent refulgence of the rolling
swell. Ralston, perched high on the unprotected control position above the
central tube, caught hi's eye at once.

" Ral ston!" Turner's voice was harsh, inperious. " | want to speak to you!"

Ral ston turned round quickly, rose, junped on to the deck. He stood facing the
Conmander. They were of a height, their eyes on a level, Ralston's still, blue,
troubl ed, Turner's dark and stormy w th anger.

"What the hell's the matter with you, Ralston?" Turner ground out. "Refusing to
obey orders, is that it?"

44No, sir." Ralston's voice was quiet, curiously strained. " That's not true."”

44Not true!" Turner's eyes were narrowed, his fury barely in check. " Then
what's all this bloody claptrap about not wanting to man the tubes? Are you
thinking of emulating Stoker Riley? O have you just taken |eave of your senses—
if any?"

Ral ston sai d not hi ng

The silence, a silence all too easily interpreted as dumb insolence, infuriated
Turner. His powerful hands reached out, grasped Ralston's duffel coat. He pulled
the rating towards him thrust his face close to the other's.

441 asked a question, Ralston," he said softly. " | haven't had an answer. |'m
waiting. Wiat is all this?"

44Not hing, sir." Distress in his eyes, perhaps, but no fear. " I+ just don't
want to, sir. | hate to do it—+to send one of our own ships to the bottom " The
voi ce was pleading now, blurred with overtones of desperation: Turner was deaf
to them "Wiy does she have to go, sir I" he cried. "Wiy? Wy? Wy?"

44None of your bl oody business—but as it so happens she's endangering the
entire convoy!" Turner's face was still within inches of Ralston's. " You' ve got
a job to do, orders to obey. Just get up there and obey theml Go on!" he roared,
as Ralston hesitated. "Get up there | He fairly spat the words out.

Ral ston didn't nove.

"There are other L.T.O's, sir!" Hs arns |ifted high in appeal, sonething in
the voice cut through Turner's blind anger: he realised, alnobst with shock, that
this boy was

desperate. "Couldn't they------ "
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" Let soneone else do the dirty work, eh? That's what you nean, isn't it?"
Turner was bitingly contenptuous. " Get themto do what you won't do yourself,
you—you contenptible young bastard! Conmunications Nunber? G ve nme your set.

"Il take over fromthe bridge." He took the phone, watched Ralston clinb slowy
back up and sit hunched forward, head bent over the Dumaresq.

" Nunber One? Commander speaking. Al set here. Captain there?"
" Yes, sir. I'll call him" Carrington put down the phone, wal ked through the
gat e.

" Captain, sir. Commander's on the------ "

"Just a nonent!" The upraised hand, the tenseness of the voice stopped him "
Have a |look, No. |I. Wat do you think?" Vallery pointed towards the VWytura, past
the oil-skinned figure of the Admiral. Tyndall's head was sunk on his chest, and
he was muttering incoherently to hinself.

Carrington followed the pointing finger. The |ifeboat, dimy visible through
the thickening snow, had slipped her falls while the VWytura was still under way.
Cranmed with nen, she was dropping quickly astern under the great tw sting
colum of flanme—dropping far too quickly astern as the First Lieutenant suddenly
realised. He turned round, found Vallery's eyes, bleak and tired and old, on his
own. Carrington nodded sl owy.

" She's picking up, sir. Under way, under command. . . . Wat are you going to
do, sir?"

" CGod help nme, 1've no choice. Nothing fromthe Viking, nothing fromthe
Sirrus, nothing from our Asdic—and that U boat's still out there. . . . Tel
Turner what's happened. Bentley!"

"Sir?"

Signal the Wtura." The nouth, whitely conpressed, belied the eyes—eyes dark
and filled with pain. "' Abandon ship. Torpedoing you in three mnutes. Last
signal.' Port 20, Pilot!"

" Port 20 it is, sir."

The VWytura was breaking off tangentially, heading north. Slowy, the U ysses
cane round, alnost paralleling her course, now a little astern of her.

"Hal f - ahead, Pilot!"

" Half-ahead it is, sir."

"Pilot!"
-Sir?"
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" What's Adnmiral Tyndall saying? Can you make it out?"



Carpenter bent forward, listened, shook his head. Little flurries of snow fell
off his fur helnet.

" Sorry, sir. Can't make him out—+o00 nuch noise fromthe Wtura. ... | think
he's hunming, sir."

"Ch, God!" Vallery bent his head, |ooked up again, slowy, painfully. Even so
slight an effort was | abour intolerable.

He | ooked across to the Wtura, stiffened to attention. The red Aldis was
Wi nking again. He tried to read it, but it was too fast: or perhaps his eyes
were just too old, or tired: or perhaps he just couldn't think any nore. .
There was sonmething weirdly hypnotic about that tiny crinson light flickering
between these fantastic curtains of flame, curtains sweeping slowy, omnously
together, mmjestic in their inevitability. And then the little red |ight had
di ed, so unexpectedly, so abruptly, that Bentley's voice reached him before the
real i sation.

" Signal fromthe Wtura, sir.

Vallery tightened his grip on the binnacle. Bentley guessed the nod, rather
than saw it.

" Message reads: Why don't you------ off. Nuts to the

Seni or Service. Tell him|l send all my love.'" The voice died softly away, and
there was only the roaring of the flames, the |ost pinging of the Asdic.

" Al ny love.” Vallery shook his head in silent wondernment. "All ny love! He's
crazy! He nust be. "All ny love," and I'mgoing to destroy him . . . Nunber
One! "

"Sir?"
"Tell the Commander to stand by!"
Turner repeated the nessage from the bridge, turned to Ral ston

" Stand by, L.T.O!" He |ooked out over the side, saw that the VWtura was
slightly ahead now, that the U ysses was still angling in on an interception
course. " About two minutes now, | should say." He felt the vibration beneath
his feet dying away, knew the U ysses was slowi ng down. Any second now, and
she'd start slewing away to starboard. The receiver crackled again in his ear,
the sound barely audible above the roaring of the flames. He |istened, | ooked
up. "' X and ' Y' only. Medium settings. Target 11 knots." He spoke into the
phone. "How | ong?"

"How | ong, sir?" Carrington repeated.

" Ninety seconds,"” Vallery said huskily. Pi | ot —st ar board
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10." He junped, startled, as he heard the crash of falling binoculars, saw the

Adm ral slunp forward, face and neck striking cruelly on the edge of the
wi ndscreen, the arns dangling |oosely from the shoul ders.



"Pilot!"

But the Kapok Kid was already there. He slipped an arm under Tyndall, took npst
of the dead weight off the biting edge of the screen.

" What's the matter, sir?" Hys voice was urgent, blurred with anxiety. " Wat's
wr ong?"

Tyndal |l stirred slightly, his cheek lying along the edge of the screen.

" Cold, cold, cold,” he intoned. The quavering tones were those of an old, a
very old man.

"What ? What did you say, sir?" the Kapok Kid begged

"Cold. I"'mcold. I"'mterribly cold! My feet, ny feet!" The old voice wandered
away, and the body slipped into a corner of the bridge, the grey face upturned
to the falling snow

Intuition, an intuition amunting to a sudden sick certainty, sent the Kapok
Kid plunging to his knees. Vallery heard the nuffled exclamation, saw him
straighten up and swing round, his face blank with horror.

" He's—he's got nothing on, sir," he said unsteadily. " He's barefoot! They're
frozen—frozen solid!"
"Barefoot?" Vallery repeated unbelievingly. "Barefoot! It's not possible!l"

"And pyjamas, sir! That's all he's wearing!"

Vallery lurched forward, peeling off his gloves. He reached down, felt his
stomach turn over in shocked nausea as his fingers closed on ice-chilled skin
Bare feet! And pyjanmas! Bare feet—no wonder he'd padded so silently across the
duckboards! Nunmbly, he renmenbered that the last tenperature reading had shown
35&deg; of frost. And Tyndall, feet caked in frozen snow and slush, had been
sitting there for alnost five mnutes! ... He felt great hands under his
arnpits, felt hinmself rising effortlessly to his feet. Petersen. It could only
be Petersen, of course. And Nicholls behind him

" Leave this to me, sir. Right, Petersen, take him below. " Nicholls's brisk,
assured voice, the voice of a nan conpetent in his own el enent, steadied
Val | ery, brought him back to the present, and the dermands of the present, nore
surely than anything el se could have done. He becane
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aware of Carrington's clipped, neasured voice, reeling off course, speed
directions, saw the VWytura 50&deg; off the port bow, dropping slowy, steadily
aft. Even at that distance, the blast of heat was barely tol erabl e—what in the
nane of heaven was it like on the bridge of the Wtural

Set course, Number One," he call ed. Local control."

"Set course, |ocal control.'
exercise in the Sol ent.

Carrington mght have been on a peace-tine



"Local control," Turner repeated. He hung up the set, |ooked round. You' re on

your own, Ralston,"” he said softly.

There was no reply. The crouched figure on the control position, immbile as
graved stone, gave no sign that he had heard.

"Thirty seconds!" Turner said sharply. "Al |ined up?"
" Yes, sir." The figure stirred. " Al lined up." Suddenly, he swung round, in
desperate, final appeal. "For CGod's sake, sir! |Is there no other----- "

Twenty seconds!™ Turner said viciously.
your lily-livered conscience? And if you mss ...

Do you want a thousand |lives on

Ral ston swng slowy back. For a nere breath of tinme, his face was caught full
in the harsh glare of the Wtura: with sudden shock, Turner saw that the eyes
were masked with tears. Then he saw the lips nove. " Don't worry, sir. | won't
nmss." The voice was quite tonel ess, heavy with nanel ess defeat.

Per pl exed, now, rather than angry, and quite unconprehendi ng, Turner saw the
| eft sleeve come up to brush the eyes, saw the right hand stretch forward, close
round the grip of " X " firing lever. Incongruously, there sprang to Turner's
mnd the fanous line of Chaucer, " In goon the spears full sadly in arrest."” In
the closing of that hand there was the sanme heart-stoppi ng decision, the sane
irrevocable finality.

Suddenly, so suddenly that Turner started in spite of hinself, the hand jerked
convul sively back. He heard the click of the tripping lever, the muffled roar in
t he expl osi on chanber, the hiss of conpressed air, and the torpedo was gone, its
evil sleekness gleaming fractionally in the light of the flanmes before it
crashed below the surface of the sea. It was hardly gone before the tubes
shuddered again and the second torpedo was on its way.

For five, ten seconds Turner stared out, fascinated, watching the arrow ng
wakes of bubbles vanish in the distance. A
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total of 1,500 Ibs. of Amatol in these warheads—od hel p the poor bastards
aboard the Wtura. . . . The deck 'speaker clicked on.

" Do you hear there? Do you hear there? Take cover inmediately! Take cover
i Mmediately!" Turner stirred, tore his eyes away from the sea, |ooked up, saw
that Ral ston was still crouched in his seat.

" Conme down out of there, you young fool!" he shouted. " Want to be riddl ed
when the Wtura goes up? Do you hear ne?"

Silence. No word, no novenent, only the roaring of the flanes.

"Ral ston!"

I"mall right, sir." Ralston's voice was muffled: he did not even trouble to

turn his head.



Turner swore, leapt up on the tubes, dragged Ralston from hiis seat, pulled him
down to the deck and into shelter. Ralston offered no resistance: he seenmed sunk
in a vast apathy, an uncaring indifference.

Bot h torpedoes struck hone. The end was swift, curiously unspectacul ar

Li steners—there were no watchers—en the U ysses tensed thenselves for the
shattering detonation, but the detonation never cane. Broken-backed and tired of
fighting, the Wtura sinply collapsed in on her stricken md-ships, lay
gradual ly, wearily over on her side and was gone.

Three minutes |ater, Turner opened the door of the Captain's shelter, pushed
Ral ston in before him

Here you are, sir," he said grimy. " Thought you might like to see what a
consci enti ous objecter |ooks I|ikel"

" | certainly do!" Vallery laid down the | og-book, turned a cold eye on the
t or pedoman, |ooked himslowy up and down. ** A fine job, Ralston, but it
doesn't excuse your conduct. Just a mnute, Comrander."

He turned back to the Kapok Kid. " Yes, that seens all right, Pilot. It'Il make
good reading for their lordships,” he added bitterly. " The ones the Germans
don't get, we finish off for them . . . Renenber to signal the Hatteras in the

norni ng, ask for the nanme of the master of the Wtura."

"He's dead. . . . You needn't trouble yourself!" said Ralston bitterly, then
staggered as the Commander's open hand smashed across his face. Turner was
breathing heavily, his eyes dark wi th anger

"You insolent young devil!" he said softly. "That was just a little too much
from you."
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Ral ston's hand cane up slowy, fingering the reddening weal on his cheek.

You misunderstand me, sir." There was no anger, the voice was a fading
murmur, they had to strain to catch his words. " The naster of the Wtura—+ can
tell you his nane. It's Ralston. Captain Mchael Ralston. He was ny father.”

CHAPTER TWELVE

SATURDAY

To ALL things an end, to every night its dawn; even to the |ongest night when
dawn never cones, there cones at last the dawn. And so it cane for FR77, as
grey, as bitter, as hopeless as the night had been long. But it cane.

It came to find the convoy sone 350 miles north of the Arctic Circle, steamng
due east along the 72nd parallel of latitude, half-way between Jan Mayen and the
North Cape. 8&deg; 45' east, the Kapok Kid reckoned, but he couldn't be sure. In
heavy snow and with ten-tenth cloud, he was relying on dead reckoning: he had
to, for the shell that had destroyed the F.D.R had wecked the Autonatic Pilot.
But roughly 600 nautical miles to go. 600 nmiles, 40 hours, and the convoy—er
what would be left of it by that time—would be in the Kola Inlet, stean ng up-
river to Polyarnoe and Murmansk ... 40 hours.



It came to find the convoy—34 ships left in all—-scattered over three square
mles of sea and rolling heavily in the deepening swell from the NNE.: 14 ships,
for another had gone in the deepest part of the night. Mne, torpedo? Nobody
knew, nobody ever would know. The Sirrus had stopped, searched the area for an
hour with hooded ten-inch signalling |anps. There had been no survivors. Not
that Commander O'r had expected to find any—ot with the air tenperature 6&deg;
bel ow zero.

It cane after a sleepless night of never-ending alarnms, of continual Asdic
contacts, of constant depth-charging that achieved nothing. Nothing, that is,
fromthe escorts' point of view but for the eneny, it achieved a doubl e-edged
victory. It kept exhausted men at Action Stations all night |ong, blunting
irreparably perhaps, the |ast vestiges of the knife-edged vigilance on which the
only hope—+t was never nore —ef survival in the Arctic depended. Mre deadly
still, it
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had enptied the |ast depth-charge rack in the convoy. ... It was a neasure of
the intensity of the attack, of the relent-lessness of the persecution, that
this had never happened before. But it had happened now. There was not a single
dept h-charge | eft—ot one. The fangs were drawn, the defences were down. It was
only a matter of tinme before the wol f-packs discovered that they could strike at
will.

And with the dawn, of course, came dawn Action Stations, or what would have
been dawn stations had the nmen not already been closed up for fifteen hours,
fifteen endl ess hours of intense cold and suffering, fifteen hours during which
the crew of the U ysses had been sustained by cocoa and one bully-beef sandw ch
thin, sliced and stale, for there had been no tine to bake the previous day. But
dawn stations were profoundly significant in thenselves: they prol onged the
wai ting another interm nable two hours—and to a nman rocking on his feet from
uni magi nable fatigue, literally holding convulsively jerking eyelids apart with
finger and thunb while a starving brain, which is less a brain than a well of
fine-drawn agony, begs himto let go, let go just for a second, just this once
and never again, even a mnute is brutal eternity: and they were still nore
important in that they were recognised as the Ithuriel hour of the Russian
Convoys, the testing time when every man stood out clearly for what he was. And
for the crew of a nmutiny ship, for nen already tried and condemmed, for
physically broken and nentally scourged nen who neither could nor would ever be
the sane again in body or nmnd, the nen of the Uysses had no need to stand in
shame. Not all, of course, they were only human; but many had found, or were
finding, that the point of no return was not necessarily the edge of the
precipice: it could be the bottom of the valley, the beginning of the long clinb
up the far slope, and when a nman had once begun that clinb he never |ooked back
to that other side.

For some nen, neither precipice nor valley ever existed. Men |ike Carrington,
for instance. Eighteen consecutive hours on the bridge now, he was still his own
i ndestructible self, alert with that relaxed watchful ness that never flagged, a
man of infinite endurance, a man who could never crack, who you knew coul d never
crack, for the imagination baulked at the very idea. Wiy he was what he was, no
man could tell. Such, too, were nmen like Chief Petty Oficer Hartley, like Chief
St oker Hendry, like Col our-Sergeant Evans and Sergeant Maci ntosh; four nen
strangely alike, big, tough,
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ki ndly, no longer young, steeped in the traditions of the Service. Taciturn,
never heard to speak of thenselves, they were under no illusions as to their

i nportance: they knew—as any Naval officer would be the first to admt—that, as
the senior NNC.Os, they, and not any officer, were the backbone of the Roya
Navy; and it was fromtheir heavy sense of responsibility that sprung their
rock-like stability. And then of course, there were nen—a handful only—ike
Turner and the Kapok Kid and Dodson, whom dawn found as nmen above thensel ves,
men revelling in danger and exhaustion, for only thus could they realise
themsel ves, for only this had they been born. And finally, men like Vallery, who
had col |l apsed just after mdnight, and was still asleep in the shelter, and
Sur geon Conmmander Brooks: w sdom was their sheet anchor, a clear appreciation of
the relative insignificance both of thenselves and the fate of FR77, a coldly
intellectual appraisal of, married to an infinite conpassion for, the follies
and suffering of nankind.

At the other end of the scale, dawn found nen—a few dozen, perhaps—gone beyond

recovery. Gone in selfishness, in self-pity and in fear, |ike Carsl ake, gone
because their armour, the trappings of authority, had been stripped off them
i ke Hastings, or gone, like Leading S.B.A Johnson and a score of others,

because they had been pushed too far and had no sheet anchor to hold them

And between the two extrenmes were those—the bulk of the men—wWho had touched
zero and found that endurance can be infinite—and found in this realisation the
springboard for recovery. The other side of the valley could be clinbed, but not
without a staff. For Nicholls, tired beyond words from a |ong night standing
braced against the operating table in the surgery, the staff was pride and
shane. For Leadi ng Seaman Doyle, crouched miserably into the shelter of the
for'ard funnel, watching the pinched agony, the perpetual shivering of his young
m dshi ps pom pom crew, it was pity; he would, of course, have denied this,
bl asphenously. For young Spicer, Tyndall's devoted pantry-boy, it was pity, too—
pity and a savage grief for the dying man in the Adniral's cabin. Even with both
| egs anmputated bel ow the knee, Tyndall should not have been dying. But the
fight, the resistance was gone, and Brooks knew old Gles would be glad to go
And for scores, perhaps for hundreds, for nmen |ike the tubercular-ridden
McQuater, chilled to death in sodden clothes, but no |onger staggering drankenly
round
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the hoist in " Y " turret, for the heavy roH ng kept the water on the nove:

i ke Petersen, recklessly squandering his giant strength in helping his
exhausted mates: |ike Chrysler, whose keen young eyes, invaluable now that Radar
was gone, never ceased to scan the horizons: for men |like these, the staff was
Val |l ery, the trenendous respect and affection in which he was held, the sure
know edge that they could never |et himdown.

These, then, were the staffs, the intangible sheet anchors that held the
U ysses together that bleak and bitter dawn—pride, pity, shane, affection
grief—and the basic instinct for self-preservation although the |ast, by now,
was an al nost negligible factor. Two things were never taken into the slightest
account as the springs of endurance: never nentioned, never even considered
they did not exist for the crew of the Uysses: two things the sentinentalists
at home, the gallant leader witers of the popular press, the propagandi sing
purveyors of nationalistic claptrap would have had the world believe to be the
source of inspiration and endurance —hatred of the eneny, |ove of kinsfolk and
country.



There was no hatred of the enenmy. Knowl edge is the prelude to hate, and they
did not know the enemy. Men cursed the eneny, respected him feared him and
killed himif they could: if they didn't, the eneny would kill them Nor did nen
see thenselves as fighting for King and country: they saw the necessity for war,
but objected to canpuflaging this necessity under a spurious cloak of perf ervid
patriotism they were just doing what they were told, and if they didn't, they
woul d be stuck against a wall and shot. Love of kinsfolk—that had sone validity,
but not rmuch. It was natural to want to protect your kin, but this was an
equation where the validity varied according to the factor of distance. It was a
trifle difficult for a man crouched in his ice-coated Cerlikon cockpit off the
shores of Bear Island to visualise hinmself as protecting that rose-covered
cottage in the Cots-wolds. . . . But for the rest, the synthetic national
hatreds and the carefully cherished nmyth of King and country, these are nothing
and | ess than nothing when mankind stands at the last frontier of hope and
endurance: for only the basic, sinmple human enotions, the positive ones of |ove
and grief and pity and distress, can carry a nan across that last frontier.

Noon, and still the convoy, closed up in tight formation
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now, rolled eastwards in the blinding snow. The alarm hal fway through dawn
stations had been the last that norning. Thirty-six hours to go, now, only
thirty-six hours. And if this weather continued, the strong wind and blinding
snow that nade flying inpossible, the near-zero visibility and heavy seas that
woul d blind any periscope . . . there was always that chance. Only thirty-six
hours.

Admiral John Tyndall died a few m nutes after noon. Brooks, who had sat with
himall norning, officially entered the cause of death as " post-operative shock
and exposure." The truth was that G les had died because he no | onger w shed to
live. His professional reputation was gone: his faith, his confidence in hinself
were gone, and there was only renorse for the hundreds of nmen who had died: and
with both legs gone, the only life he had ever known, the life he had so |oved
and cherished and to which he had devoted forty-five glad and unsparing years,
that life, too, was gone for ever. Gles died gladly, willingly. Just on noon he
recovered consci ousness, |ooked at Brooks and Val-lery with a smle from which
every trace of madness had vani shed. Brooks w nced at that grey smile, nocking
shadow of the famous guffaw of the Gles of another day. Then he closed his eyes
and nuttered sonething about his fam | y—Brooks knew he had no fanmily. H's eyes
opened again, he saw Vallery as if for the first tinme, rolled Ms eyes till he
saw Spicer. " A chair for the Captain, my boy." Then he died.

He was buried at two o' clock, in the heart of a blizzard. The Captain's voice
reading the burial service, was shredded away by snow and wi nd: the Union flag
was flapping emptily on the tilted board before the nen knew he was gone: the
bugl e notes were broken and distant and lost, far away and fading |ike the horns
of Elfland: and then the nen, two hundred of them at |east, turned silently away
and trudged back to their frozen ness-decks.

Barely half an hour later, the blizzard had died, vanished as suddenly as it
had cone. The wind, too, had eased, and though the sky was still dark and heavy
with snow, though the seas were still heavy enough to roll 15,000-ton ships
through a 30&deg; arc, it was clear that the deterioration in the weather had
stopped. On the bridge, in the turrets, in the nmess-decks, nmen avoi ded each
ot her's eyes and said nothing.



Just before 1500, the Vectra picked up an Asdic contact. Vallery received the
report, hesitated over his decision. If he
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sent the Vectra to investigate, and if the Vectra located the U boat accurately
and confined herself, as she would have to do, to describing tight circles above
the submarine, the reason for this freedom from depth-chargi ng would occur to
the U boat captain within mnutes. And then it would only be a matter of tinme—
until he decided it was safe to surface and use his radi o—that every U boat
nortii of the Grcle would know that FR77 could be attacked with inmpunity.
Further, it was unlikely that any torpedo attack would be made under such
weat her conditions. Not only was periscope observation al nost inpossible in the
heavy seas, but the U-boat itself would be a nbst unstable firing platform wave
notion is not confined to the surface of the water—the effects can be highly
unconfortable and unstabilising thirty, forty, fifty feet down—and are
appreci able, under extreme conditions, at a depth of alnpst a hundred feet. On
the other hand, the U boat captain nmight take a 1,000-1 chance, mght strike
honme with a lucky hit. Vallery ordered the Vectra to investigate

He was too late. The order would have been too |ate anyway. The Vectra was
still winking acknow edgnent of the signal, had not begun to turn, when the
runble of a heavy explosion reached the bridge of the Uysses. Al eyes swept
round a full circle of the horizon, searching for snoke and flane, for the
canted deck and slewing ship that would show where the torpedo had gone hone.
They found no sign, none whatsoever, until alnpst half a minute had passed. Then
they noticed, alnost casually, that the Electro, leading ship in the starboard
line, was slowing up, coming to a powerless stop, already settling in the water
on an even keel, with no trace of tilt either for'ard or aft. Al nobst certainly,
she had been holed in the engi ne-room

The Aldis on the Sirrus had begun to flash. Bentley read the nessage, turned to
Val | ery.

" Commander Or requests permission to go alongside, port side, take off
survivors. "

"Port, is it?" Turner nodded. "The sub's blind side. It's a fair chance, sir—n
a calmsea. As it is . " He |l ooked over at the Sirrus, rolling heavily in the
beam sea, and shrugged. " Wn't do her paintwork any good."

"Her cargo?" Vallery asked. "Any idea? Explosives?" He |ooked round, saw the
mut e headshakes, turned to Bent-|ey.

Ask Electro if she's carrying any explosives as cargo."
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Bentley's Aldis chattered, fell silent. After half a mnute, it was clear that
there was going to be no reply.

Power gone, perhaps, or his Aldis snmashed," the Kapok Kid ventured. " How
about one flag for explosives, two for none?"

Val l ery nodded in satisfaction. "You heard, Bentley?"



He | ooked over the starboard quarter as the nessage went out. The Vectra was
alnost a mile distant rolling, one mnute, pitching the next as she canme round
in atight circle. She had found the killer—and her depth-charge racks were

enpty.

Val | ery swung back, | ooked across to the Electro. Still no reply, nothing.
Then he saw two flags fluttering up to the yardarm

Signal the Sirrus," he ordered. "' Go ahead: exercise extrenme care.''
Suddenly, he felt Turner's hand on his arm

"Can you hear 'en®" Turner asked.

" Hear what?" Vallery denanded.

"Lord only knows. It's the Vectra. Look!"

Vallery followed the pointing finger. At first, he could see nothing, then all
at once he saw little geysers of water leaping up in the Vectra's wake, geysers
swiftly extinguished by the heavy seas. Then, faintly, his straining ear caught
the faraway murrmur of underwater explosions, all but inaudible against the w nd.

" What the devil's the Vectra doing?" Vallery demanded. "And what's she using?"

" Looks like fireworks to ne," Turner grunted. " Wat do you think, Number
One?"

Scuttling charges—25-pounders,” Carrington said briefly.

" He's right, sir," Turner admitted. " O course that's what they are. Mnd
you, he might as well be using fireworks," he added di sparagingly.

But the Commander was wong. A scuttling charge has less than a tenth part of
the disruptive power of a depth-charge—but one | odged snugly in the conning-
tower or exploding alongside a steering plane could be alnpbst as lethal. Turner
had hardly fini shed speaki ng when a U-boat —the first the Uysses had seen above
wat er for al nost six nont hs—porpoi sed hi gh above the surface of the sea, hung
there for two or three seconds, then crashed down on even keel, wallow ng
wi ckedly in the troughs between the waves.

The dramatic abruptness of her appearance—ene nonent
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the enpty sea, the next a U-boat rolling in full view of the entire convoy—took
every ship by surprise—ncluding the Vectra. She was caught on the wong foot,
movi ng away on the outer leg of a figure-of-eight turn. Her pom pom opened up

i mredi ately, but the pompom a notoriously inaccurate gun in the best of
circunstances, is a hopel ess proposition on the rolling, heeling deck of a
destroyer making a fast turn in heavy weather: the Qerlikons registered a couple
of hits on the conning-tower, twin Lew ses peppered the hull with as much effect
as a horde of angry hornets; but by the tine the Vectra was round, her main
armanment comng to bear, the U boat had di sappeared slowy under the surface.

In spite of this, the Vectra's 4.7s opened up, firing into the sea where the U
boat had submerged, but stopping alnost i mediately when two shells in



succession had ricocheted off the water and whistled dangerously through the
convoy. She steadied on course, raced over the position of the subnmerged U boat:
wat chers on the U ysses, binoculars to their Vectra's poop-deck hurling nore
scuttling charges over the eyes, could just distinguish duffel-coated figures on
the side. Alnpst at once, the Vectra's helm went hard over and she clawed her
way back south again, guns at naximum depression pointing down over her
starboard side

The U-boat nust have been danmaged, nore severely this time, by either the
shells or the last charges. Again she surfaced, even nore violently than before
in a seething welter of foam and again the Vectra was caught on the wong foot,
for the submarine had surfaced off her port bow, three cable-I|engths away.

And this tinme, the U-boat was up to stay. Whatever Captain and crew | acked, it
wasn't courage. The hatch was open, and nmen were swarm ng over the side of the
conning-tower to man the gun, in a token gesture of defiance against crushing
odds.

The first two nen over the side never reached the gun— breaking, sweeping
waves, waves that towered high above the submarine's deck, washed them over the
side and they were gone. But others flung thenselves forward to take their
pl ace, frantically training their gun through a 90&deg; arc to bear on the
onrushi ng bows of the Vectra. Incredibly—for the seas were washi ng over the
decks, seas which kept tearing the nen fromtheir posts, and the submarine was
rolling with inpossible speed and vi ol ence—their
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first shell, fired over open sights, smashed squarely into the bridge of the
Vectra. The first shell and the |ast shell, for the crew suddenly crunpled and

di ed, sinkiag down by the gua or pitching convul sively over the side

It was a nmassacre. The Vectra had two Bol toa- Paul Defiant night-fighter
turrets, quadruple hydraulic turrets conplete with astrodome, bolted to her
fo'c'sle, and these had opened up sinmultaneously, firing, between them
sonething like a fantastic total of 300 shells every ten seconds. That oftea
m sused cliche " hail of lead " was conpletely accurate here. It was inpossible
for a man to live two seconds on the exposed deck of that U boat, to hope to
escape that lethal storm Mn after man kept flinging hinmself over the coam ng
in suicidal gallantry, but none reached the gun.

Afterwards, no one aboard the U ysses could say when they first realised that
the Vectra, pitching steeply through the heavy seas, was going to ramthe U
boat. Perhaps her Captain had never intended to do so. Perhaps he had expected
the U-boat to subnmerge, had intended to carry away conni ng-tower and periscope
standard, to make sure that she could not escape again. Perhaps he had been
killed when that shell had struck the bridge. O perhaps he had changed his mnd
at the | ast second, for the Vectra, which had been arrowing in on the conning-
tower, suddenly slewed sharply to starboard

For an instant, it seened that she nmight just clear the U-boat's bows, but the
hope died the second it was born. Plunging heavily down the sheering side of a
gapi ng trough, the Vectra's forefoot smashed down and through the hull of the
submarine, some thirty feet aft of the bows, slicing through the toughened stee
of the pressure hull as if it were cardboard. She was still plunging, stil
driving down, when two shattering explosions, so close together as to be blurred
into one giant blast, conpletely buried both vessels under a sky-rocketing



nmushroom of boiling water and twi sted steel. The why of the explosion was pure
conj ecture; but what had happened was pl ain enough. Sone freak of chance nust
have triggered off the T.N.T. —ormally an extrenely stable and inert disruptive—
in a warhead in one of the U-boat's tubes: and then the torpedoes in the storage
racks behind and possibly, probably even, the for'ard magazi ne of the Vectra had
gone up in synpathetic detonation

Slowy, deliberately alnmost, the great clouds of water fell back into the sea
and the Vectra and the U boat—er what

197

little was left of themeanme abruptly into view To the watchers on the

U ysses, it was inconceivable that either of them should still be afloat. The U
boat was very deep in the water, seenmed to end abruptly just for'ards of the gun
platform the Vectra |ooked as if sone great knife had sheared her athwartships,
just for'ard of the bridge. The rest was gone, utterly gone. And throughout the
convoy unbelieving mnds were still wildly rejecting the evidence of their eyes
when the shattered hull of the Vectra lurched into the sane trough as the U
boat, rolled heavily, wearily, over on top of her, bridge and mast cradling the
conni ng-tower of the submarine. And then the water closed over them and they
were gone, |ocked together to the bottom of the sea

The last ships in the convoy were two mles away now, and in the broken seas,
at that distance, it was inpossible to see whether there were any survivors. It
did not seemlikely. And if there were, if there were nmen over there
struggling, sw nmmng, shouting for help in the nmurderous cold of that gl acial
sea, they would be dying already. And they would have been dead |ong before any
rescue ship could even have turned round. The convoy steanmed on, beating
steadily east. Al but two, that is—+the Electro and the Sirrus.

The Electro lay beamon to the seas, rolling slowy, sluggishly, dead in the
water. She had now a list of alnpbst 15&deg; to port. Her decks, fore and aft of
the bridge, were lined with waiting nmen. They had given up their attenpt to
abandon ship by |ifeboat when they had seen the Sirrus rolling up behind them
fine on the port quarter. A boat had been swung out on its davits, and with the
listing of the Electra and the rolling of the sea it had proved inpossible to
recover it. It hung now far out fromthe ship's side, swinging wildly at the end
of its davits about twenty feet above the sea. On his approach, Or had tw ce
sent angry signals, asking the falls to be cut. But the |ifeboat remained there
a nenacing pendulumin the track of the Sirrus: panic, possibly, but nore likely
wi nch brakes jamred solid with ice. In either event, there was no tinme to be
| ost: another ten minutes and the Electra would be gone

The Sirrus nmade two runs past in all—r had no intention of stopping
al ongsi de, of being tranpled under by the 15, 000-ton deadwei ght of a toppling
freighter. On his first run he steanmed slowy by at five knots, at a distance of
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twenty feet—the nearest he dared go with the set of the sea rolling both ships
towards each other at the sanme instant.

As the Sirrus's swinging bows slid up past the bridge of the Electro, the
waiting nen began to junp. They junped as the Sirrus's fo'c'sle reared up |eve
with their deck, they junped as it plunged down fifteen, twenty feet below One
man carrying a suitcase and Burberry stepped nonchal antly across both sets of



guard-rails during the split second that they were relatively notionless to each
ot her: others crashed sickeningly on to the ice-coated steel deck far bel ow,
twi sting ankles, fracturing |legs and thighs, dislocating hip-joints. And two nen

junmped and m ssed; above the bedl am of noise, nmen heard the blood-chilling,
bubbling scream of one as the swinging hulls crushed the life out of him the
desperate, terror-stricken cries of the other as the great, iron wall of the

El ectra guided himinto the screws of the Sirrus.

It was just then that it happened and there could be no possible reflection on
Commander Orr's seanmanship: he had handled the Sirrus brilliantly. But even his
skill was hel pl ess against these two successive freak waves, tw ce the size of
the others. The first flung the Sirrus close in to the Electra, then passing
under the Electra, lurched her steeply to port as the second wave heel ed the
Sirrus far over to starboard. There was a grinding, screeching crash. The
Sirrus's guard-rails and upper side plates buckled and tore along a 150-f oot
| ength: sinmultaneously, the |ifeboat smashed endw se into the front of the
bridge, shattering into a thousand pieces. |Imediately, the telegraphs jangled
the water boiled whitely at the Sirrus's stern—shocked realisation of its
i mm nence and death itself nust have been only a nerciful hair's-breadth apart
for the unfortunate man in the water—and then the destroyer was clear, sheering
sharply away fromthe Electra

In five minutes the Sirrus was round again. It was typical of Or's ice-cold,
calculating nerve and of the luck that never deserted 'him that he should this
time choose to rub the Sirrus's shattered starboard side along the length of the
El ectra —she was too low in the water now to fall on himand that he should do
so in a nonentary spell of slack water. WIIling hands caught nen as they junped
cushioned their fall. Thirty seconds and the destroyer was gone again and the
decks of the Electra were deserted. Two minutes later and a nuffled roar shook
t he sinking ship—her boilers going
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And then she toppled slowy over on her side: masts and snokestack |ay al ong
the surface of the sea, dipped and vani shed: the straight-back of bottom and
keel gleanmed fractionally, blackly, against the grey of sea and sky, and was
gone. For a minute, great gouts of air rushed turbulently to the surface. By and
by the bubbles grew smaller and smaller and then there were no nore

The Sirrus steadied on course, crowded decks throbbing as she began to pick up
speed, to overtake the convoy. Convoy No. FR77. The convoy the Royal Navy woul d
al wvays want to forget. Thirty-six ships had |left Scapa and St. John's. Now there
were twelve, only twelve. And still alnpst thirty-two hours to the Kola Inlet.

Moodi |y, even his tremendous vitality and zest tenporarily subdued, Turner

wat ched the Sirrus rolling up astern. Abruptly he turned away, |ooked furtively,
pityingly at Captain Vallery, no nore now than a living skeleton driven by God
only knew what mysterious force to west hour after inpossible hour from death.
And for Vallery now, death, even the hope of it, Turner suddenly realised, nust
be infinitely sweet. He |ooked, and saw the shock and sorrow in that grey nmask
and he cursed, bitterly, silently. And then these tired, dull eyes were on him
and Turner hurriedly cleared his throat.

How many survivors does that make in the Sirrus now?" he asked

Vallery lifted weary shoulders in the ghost of a shrug



No i dea, Conmmander. A hundred, possibly nore. Wy?"

" A hundred," Turner nused. " And no-survivors-wll-be-picked-up. |I'm just
wondering what old Or's going to say when he dunps that little lot in Admral
Starr's |lap when we get back to Scapa Fl ow "

CHAPTER THI RTEEN
SATURDAY AFTERNOON

THE Sirrus was still a mle astern when her Aldis started flickering. Bentley
took the nessage, turned to Vallery.

" Signal, sir. ' Have 25-30 injured nen aboard. Three very serious cases,
perhaps dying. Urgently require doctor."'"

" Acknow edge," Vallery said. He hesitated a nonent,
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then: " My conplinents to Surgeon-Lieutenant Ni cholls. Ask himto cone to the
bridge." He turned to the Commander, grinned faintly. ** | sonehow don't see
Brooks at his athletic best in a breeches buoy on a day like this. It's going to
be quite a crossing."

Turner | ooked again at the Sirrus, occasionally sw nging through a 40&deg; arc
as she rolled and crashed her way up fromthe west.

" It'll be no picnic," he agreed. Besi des, breeches buoys aren't nmde to
accommodate the |ikes of our venerable chief surgeon.”™ Funny, Turner thought,
how matter-of-fact and of fhand everyone was: nobody had as much as nentioned the
Vectra since she'd rammed the U boat.

The gate creaked. Vallery turned round slowy, acknow edged N cholls's sketchy
sal ute.

The Sirrus needs a doctor," he said w thout preanble. How do you fancy it?"
Ni chol | s steadied hinself against the canted bridge and the rolling of the
crui ser. Leave the U ysses—suddenly, he hated the thought, was anmazed at hinself
for his reaction. He, Johnny Nicholls, unique, anmong the officers anyway, in his
t hor ough- goi ng detestation and intolerance of all things naval +to feel like
that! Mist be going soft in the head. And just as suddenly he knew that his mnd
wasn't slipping, knew why he wanted to stay. It was not a nmatter of pride or
principle or sentinment: it was just that—well, just that he bel onged. The
feeling of bel onging—even to hinself he couldn't put it nore accurately, nore
clearly than that, but it affected him strangely, powerfully. Suddenly he becane
aware that curious eyes were on him |ooked out in confusion over the rolling
sea.

"Well?" Vallery's voice was edged with inmpatience.

"1 don't fancy it at all," N cholls said frankly. " But of course I'll go,

sir. Right now?"

"As soon as you can get your stuff together,” Vallery nodded



" That's now. W have an energency kit packed all the time." He cast a
jaundi ced eye over the heavy sea again. " Wat am | supposed to do, sir—unmp?”

"Perish the thought!" Turner clapped himon the back with a large and jovia
hand. " You haven't a thing to worry about,"” he booned cheerfully, "you
positively won't feel a thing—these, if | recall rightly, were your exact words
to nme when you extracted that old nolar of nine two-three weeks
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back.” He winced in painful recollection.
buoy I

Breeches buoy, | addie, breeches

Breeches buoy!" Nicholls protested. " Haven't noticed the weather, have you?
"Il be going up and down like a blasted yo-yo!"

" The ignorance of youth." Turner shook his head sadly. " W'IIl be turning into
the sea, of course. It'll be like a ride in a Rolls, my boy! W're going to rig
it now" He turned away. " Chrysler—get on to Chief Petty Oficer Hartley. Ask
himto come up to the bridge."

Chrysl er gave no sign of having heard. He was in his usual favourite position
t hese days—gl oved hands on the steam pipes, the top half of his face crushed
into the rubber eyepiece of the powerful binoculars on the starboard searchlight
control. Every few seconds a hand would drop, revolve the nmilled training rack a
fraction. Then again the conplete imobility.

"Chrysler!" Turner roared. "Are you deaf?"

Three, four, five nore seconds passed in silence. Every eye was on Chrysler
when he suddenly jerked back, glanced down at the bearing indicator, then swung
round. His face was alive with excitenent.

G een one-double oh! Aircraft. Just on
" Four, seven-no

Green one-doubl e-oh!" he shout ed.
the horizon!" He fairly flung hinself back at his binoculars
ten 1 Ten aircraft !" he yelled.

" Green one-doubl e-oh?" Turner had his glasses to his eyes. "Can't see a thing
Are you sure, boy?" he called anxiously.

" Still the same, sir." There was no nistaking the agitated conviction in the
young Vvoi ce.

Turner was through the gate and beside himin four swift steps. " Let ne have a
| ook," he ordered. He gazed through the glasses, twisted the training rack once
or twice, then stepped back slowy, heavy eyebrows |owering in anger.

"There's sonething bloody funny here, young nan!"™ he growed. " Either your
eyesi ght or your inmagination? And if you ask ne----- "

" He's right," Carrington interrupted calnly. |'ve got 'em too."

So have I, sir!" Bentley shouted.

Turner wheel ed back to the nounted gl asses, |ooked through them briefly,
stiffened, |ooked round at Chrysler
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" Remind nme to apol ogi se sone day!" he smiled, and was back on the conpass
pl at form before he had fini shed speaking.

" Signal to convoy," Vallery was saying rapidly. " Code H Full ahead, Nunber
One. Bosun's mate? Broadcaster: stand by all guns. Conmander ?"

"Sir?"
" Independent targets, independent fire all AA guns? Agreed? And the turrets?”

" Couldn't say yet. . . . Chrysler, can you nake out------

"Condors, sir," Chrysler anticipated him

" Condors!" Turner stared in disbelief. " A dozen Condors! Are you sure that
. Oh, all right, all right!"™ he broke off hastily. " Condors they are." He
shook his head in wondernent, turned to Vallery. " Were's ny bloody tin hat?
Condors, he says!™

" So Condors they are," Vallery repeated, smling. Turner marvelled at the
repose, the unruffled calm

" Bridge targets, independent fire control for all turrets?" Vallery went on.

"I think so, sir." Turner |ooked at the two conmunication ratings just aft of
t he conpass pl atform-ene each on the group phones to the for'ard and after
turrets. " Ears pinned back, you two. And hop to it when you get the word."

Val | ery beckoned to Nicholls.

" Better get below, young nman," he advised
post poned. "

Sorry your little trip's been

" I'"mnot," Nicholls said bluntly.
"No?" Vallery was smiling. "Scared?"
" No, sir," Ncholls smled back. " Not scared. And you know | wasn't."

" 1 know you weren't," Vallery agreed quietly. " | know—and thank you."

He watched Nicholls walk off the bridge, beckoned to the WT. nessenger, then
turned to the Kapok Kid.

" When was our last signal to the Admiralty, Pilot? Have a squint at the log."
" Noon yesterday," said the Kapok Kid readily.

" Don't know what |'Il do without you," Vallery nurnmured. "Present position?"
" 72.20 north, 13.40 east."

" Thank you." He |ooked at Turner. " No point in radio silence now, Conmander?"
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Turner shook his head.
"Take this nessage," Vallery said quickly. "To D.N.O, London. . . . How are
our friends doing, Commander?"

" Circling well to the west, sir. Usual high altitude, ganbit from the stern,
suppose, " he added norosely. "Still," he brightened, " cloud level's barely a
t housand feet."

Val | ery nodded. "'FR77. 1600. 72.20,13.40. Steady on 090. Force 9, north, heavy
swell: Situation desperate. Deeply regret Admiral Tyndall died 1200 to-day.
Tanker Wytura torpedoed last night, sunk by self. Washington State sunk 0145 to-
day. Vectra sunk 1515, collision U boat. Electro sunk 1530. Am bei ng heavily
attacked by twelve, nmininumtwelve, Focke-WiIlf 200s.' A reasonable assunption, |
t hi nk, Conmander," he said wyly, "and it'll shake their Lordships. They're of
the opinion there aren't so many Condors in the whole of Norway. * |nperative
send help. Air cover essential. Advise imediately.' Cet that off at once, wll
you?"

Your nose, sir!" Turner said sharply.
" Thank you." Vallery rubbed the frostbhite, dead white in the haggard grey and
blue of his face, gave up after a few seconds: the effort was nore trouble than
it was worth, drained away too nmuch of his tiny reserves of strength. " My God,
it's bitter, Conmander!" he nurrnured quietly.

Shivering, he pulled hinself to his feet, swept his glasses over FR77. Code H
was bei ng obeyed. The ships were scattered over the sea apparently at random
broken out fromthe two |ines ahead which would have made things far too sinple
for bonb-ainers in aircraft attacking from astern. They would have to ai m now
for individual targets. Scattered, but not too scattered—el ose enough together
to derive nmutual benefit from the convoy's concerted barrage. Vallery nodded to
hinself in satisfaction and twisted round, his glasses swivelling to the west.

There was no m staking them now, he thought—they were Condors, all right.
Al nost dead astern now, massive wi ng-tips dipping, the big four-engined planes
banked slowy, ponderously to starboard, then straightened on a 180&deg;
overtaking course. And they were clinbing, steadily clinbing

Two things were suddenly clear to Vallery, two things the eneny obviously knew.
They had known where to find FR77 —the Luftwaffe was not given to sendi ng heavy
bonbers out over the Arctic on random hazard: they hadn't even bothered to send
Charlie on reconnai ssance. For a certainty, some subrmarine had | ocated them
earlier on, given their position
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and course: at any distance at all, their chance of seeing a periscope in that
heavy sea had been renote. Further, the Gernans knew that the U ysses's radar
was gone. The Focke-Wilfs were clinbing to gain the |low cloud, would break cover
only seconds before it was tinme to bonb. Against radar-controlled fire, at such
close range, it would have been near suicide. But they knew it was safe.



Even as he watched, the last of the Iabouring Condors clinbed through the |ow,
heavy ceiling, was conpletely lost to sight. Vallery shrugged wearily, |owered
hi s bi nocul ars.

" Bentley?"
"Sir?"
" Code R |Immediate."

The flags fluttered up. For fifteen, twenty seconds—+t seened ten times as |ong
as that to the inpatient Captain-nothing happened. And then, like rolling toy
mari onettes under the hand of a nmaster puppeteer, the bows of every ship in the
convoy began to swi ng round—those to the port of the Uysses to the north, those
to the starboard to the south. When the Condors broke through—two mnutes, at
the nost, Vallery reckoned, they would find beneath them only the enpty sea.
Enpty, that is, except for the Uysses and the Stirling, ships adnmirably
equi pped to take care of thenselves. And then the Condors would find thensel ves
under heavy cross-fire from the merchant ships and destroyers, and too | ate—at
that low altitude, nuch too late—to alter course for fore-and-aft bonbing runs
on the freighters. Vallery snmled wyly to hinself. As a defensive tactic, it
was little enough, but the best he could do in the circunstances. . . . He could
hear Turner barking orders through the |oudspeaker, was nore than content to
| eave the defence of the ship in the Commander's conpetent hands. |If only he
hinself didn't feel so tired.

Ni nety seconds passed, a hundred, two m nutes—and still no sign of the Condors.
A hundred eyes stared out into the cloud-wack astern: it remained obstinately,
tantalisingly grey and featurel ess.

Two and a half mnutes passed. Still there was nothing

"Anybody seen anything?" Vallery asked anxiously. H's eyes never |eft that
patch of cloud astern. " Nothing? Nothing at all?" The silence renained
oppressi ve, unbroken.

Three minutes. Three and a half. Four. Vallery |ooked away to rest his
straining eyes, caught Turner |ooking at him caught the grow ng apprehension,
t he sl ow dawn and streng-
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thening of surmise in the lean face. Wrdlessly, at the sane instant, they
swung round, staring out into the sky ahead.

" That's it 1" Vallery said quickly. " You're right, Conmmander, you nust be!"
He was aware that everyone had turned now, was peering ahead as intently as
himself. " They' ve by-passed us, they're going to take us from ahead. Varn the
guns! Dear God, they alnpbst had us!"™ he whispered softly.

" Eyes skinned, everyone!" Turner booned. The apprehension was gone, the
irrepressible joviality, the gratifying anticipation of action was back again.
And | nean everyone! W're all in the same boat together. No joke intended
Fourteen days' leave to the first man to sight a Condor!"

" Effective as from when?" the Kapok Kid asked dryly.



Turner grinned at him Then the smile died, the head lifted sharply in sudden
attention.

" Can you hear 'en?" he asked. His voice was soft, alnost as if he feared the
" They're up there, somewhere—damed if | can tel

eneny mght be |istening.
where, though. If only that wind-----

The vicious, urgent thudding of the boat-deck Cerlikons stopped himdead in

m d- sentence, had him whirling round and plunging for the broadcast transmtter
in one galvanic, concerted novenent. But even then he was too |ate—he would have
been too | ate anyway. The Condors—the first three in |line ahead, were already
vi si bl e—aere already through the cloud, 500 feet up and barely half a mle away—
dead astern. Astern. The bonbers nust have circled back to the west as soon as
they had reached the clouds, conpletely fooled themas to their intentions.

Si x seconds—si x seconds is time and to spare for even a heavy bonber to cone
less than half a mle in a shallow dive. There was barely tine for realisation
for the first bitter welling of nortification and chagrin when the Condors were
on them

It was al nost dusk, now, the weird half-light of the Arctic twilight. Tracers,
gl owi ng hot pinpoints of |ight streaking out through the darkening sky, were
clearly seen, at first swinging erratically, fading away to extinction in the
far distance, then steadying, mraculously dying in the instant of birth as they
sank hone into the fusel ages of the swooping Condors. But tine was too short—the
guns were on target for a nmaxi nrum of two seconds—and these giant Focke-Wlfs had
a tremendous capacity for absorbing punishnment. The | ead-
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ing Condor |evelled out about three hundred feet, its medi um 250-kilo bonbs
monentarily parallelling its line of flight, then arching down lazily towards
the Uysses. At once the Condor pulled its nose up in maxi mum clinb, the four
great engines |abouring in desynchronised clanpbur, as it sought the protection
of the cl ouds.

The bonbs missed. They missed by about thirty feet, exploding on contact with
the water just abaft the bridge. For the nen in the T.S., engine-and boiler-
roonms, the crash and concussion nust have been frightful +iterally ear-
shattering. Waterspouts, twenty feet in dianeter at their turbul ent bases,
streaked up whitely into the twlight, high above the truncated masts, hung
there monentarily, then collapsed in drenching cascades on the bridge and boat -
deck aft, soaking, saturating, every gunner on the pompom and in the open
Cerlikon cockpits. The tenperature stood at 2&dJeg; above zero—30&deg; of frost.

More dangerously, the blinding sheets of water conpletely unsighted the
gunners. Apart from a |lone Cerlikon on a sponson below the starboard side of the
bridge, the next Condor pressed hone its attack against a minimm of resistance
The approach was perfect, dead fore-and-aft on the centre line; but the pilot
overshot, probably in his anxiety to hold course. Three bonbs this tine: for a
second, it seenmed that they must miss, but the first smashed into the fo'c'sle
bet ween the breakwater and the capstan, exploding in the flat below, heaving up
the deck in a tangled weckage of broken steel. Even as the explosion died, the
men on the bridge could hear a curious clanking rattle: the explosion must have
shattered the fo'c'sle capstan and Bl ake stopper sinultaneously, and sheared the
retai ning shackle on the anchor cable, and the starboard anchor, conpletely out
of control, was plunmeting down to the depths of the Arctic.



The other bonbs fell into the sea directly ahead, and fromthe Stirling, a nile
ahead, it seemed that the U ysses di sappeared under the great columm of water
But the water subsided, and the U ysses steaned on, apparently unharned. From
dead ahead, the sweeping lift of the bows hid all danage, and there was neither
flame nor snoke—hundreds of gallons of water, falling fromthe sky and pouring
in through the great jagged holes in the deck, had killed any fire there was.
The U ysses was still a lucky ship. . . . And then, at last, after twenty nonths
of the fantastic escapes,
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t he fabul ous good fortune that had nade her a |egend, a byword for imunity
throughout all the north, the luck of the U ysses ran out.

Ironically, the Uysses brought disaster on herself. The main armanent, the
5.25s aft, had opened up now, was punping its 100-1b. shells at the diving
bonbers, at point-blank range and over equival ent of open sights. The very first
shell from" X " turret sheared away the starboard wing of the third Condor
between the engines, tore it conpletely away to spin slowy like a fluttering
leaf into the darkly-rolling sea. For a fraction of a second the Fol ke-Wilf held
on course, then abruptly the nose tipped over and the giant plane screaned down
in an alnost vertical dive, her remaining engines inexplicably accelerating to a
deaf ening crescendo as she hurtled arrowstraight for the deck of the U ysses.

There was no tinme to take any avoiding action, no tinme to think, no tine even
to hope. A cluster of jettisoned bonbs crashed in to the boiling wake—t he

U ysses was al ready doing upwards of thirty knots—and two nore crashed through
t he poop-deck, the first exploding in the after seanen's ness-deck, the other in
the marines' ness-deck. One second later, with a tremendous roar and in a

bl i ndi ng sheet of gasoline flane, the Condor itself, at a speed of upwards of
three hundred mp.h., crashed squarely into the front of " Y" turret

Incredibly, that was the last attack on the U ysses—ncredibly, because the
U ysses was defencel ess now, wide open to any air attack from astern. " Y "
turret was gone, " X " turret, still magically undamaged, was hal f-buried under
the splintered weckage of the Condor, blinded by the snpoke and |eaping flane.
The boat-deck Qerlikons, too, had fallen silent. The gunners, half-drowned under
the deluge of less than a minute ago, were being frantically dragged fromtheir
cockpits: a difficult enough task at any tine, it was alnost inpossible with
their clothes already frozen solid, their duffels cracking and crackling Iike
splintering matchwood as the nen were dragged over the side of their cockpits.
Wth all speed, they were rushed below, thrust into the galley passage to thaw,
literally to thaw agony, excruciating agony, but the only alternative to the
qui ck and certain death which would have cone to themin their ice-bound
cockpi ts.

The renmi ning Condors had pulled away in a slow clinbing turn to starboard.
They were surrounded, bracketed fore and aft and on either side, by scores of
wool Iy, expandi ng

208

puf fs of exploding A A shells, but they flew straight through these, charned,
unhurt. Already, they were beginning to disappear into the clouds, to settle
down on a south-east course for hone. Strange, Vallery thought vaguely, one
woul d have expected them to hammer hone their initial advantage of surprise, to
concentrate on the crippled Uysses: certainly, thus far the Condor crews had



shown no lack of courage. . . . He gave it up, turned his attention to nore
i mediate worries. And there was plenty to worry about.

The U ysses was heavily on fire aft—a deck and ness-deck fire, admttedly, but
potentially fatal for all that— X " and " Y" nmgazi nes were directly bel ow
Al ready, dozens of nen from the danmmge control parties were running aft,
stunbling and falling on the rolling ice-covered deck, unw nding the hose drumns
behind them occasionally falling flat on their faces as two ice-bound coils

| ocked together, the abruptly tightening hose jerking them off their feet.

O hers stunbled past them carrying the big, red foam extinguishers on their
shoul ders or under their arms. One unfortunate seaman—A. B. Ferry, who had left
the Sick Bay in defiance of strict orders-—+unning down the port alley past the
shattered Canteen, slipped and fell abreast " X " turret: the port w ng of the
Condor, even as it had sheared off and plunged into the sea, had torn away the
guard-rails here, and Ferry, hands and feet scrabbling frantically at the snpoth
ice of the deck, his broken arm claw ng uselessly at one of the remaining
stanchions, slid slowy, inevitably over the side and was gone. For a second,
the high-pitched, fear-stricken shriek rose thin and clear above the roaring of
the flames, died abruptly as the water closed over him The propellers were

al nost i medi ately bel ow.

The nmen with the extinguishers were the first into action, as, indeed, they had
to be when fighting a petrol fire—water would only have nade matters worse, have
i ncreased the area of the fire by washing the petrol in all directions, and the
petrol, being lighter than water, imrscible and so floating to the top, would
have burned as furiously as ever. But the foam extinguishers were of only
limted efficiency, not so nmuch because several release valves had jamed solid
in the intense cold as because of the intense white heat which nade close
approach al nost inpossible, while the smaller carbon-tet. extinguishers
directed against electrical fires below, were shockingly ineffective: these
extingui shers had never been in action before and the crew of the U ysses had
known for a
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long time of the alnbst nmagical properties of the extinguisher liquid for
renmovi ng the nost obstinate stains and marks in clothes. You nmay convince a WT.
rating of the lethal nature of 2.000 volts: you may convince a gunner of the
madness of matches in a nmagazi ne: you may convince a torpedoman of the insanity
of juggling with fulmnate of mercury: but you will never convince any of them
of the crimnal folly of draining off just a few drops of carbon-tetrachloride.
.o Despite stringent periodical checks, npbst of the extinguishers were only
hal f-full. Sone were conpletely enpty.

The hoses were little nore effective. Two were coupled up to the starboard
mai ns and the valves turned: the hoses renmained lifeless, enpty. The starboard
salt-water line had frozen solid—.omobn enough with fresh-water systens, this,
but not with salt. A third hose on the port side was coupled up, but the rel ease
valve refused to turn: attacked with hamrers and crowbars, it sheered off at the
base—at extrenely |ow tenperatures, nolecul ar changes occur in netals, cut
tensile strength to a fracti on—the high-pressure water drenching everyone in the
vicinity. Spicer, the dead Adnmral's pantry-boy, a stricken-eyed shadow of his
former cheerful self, flung away his hamrer and wept in anger and frustration.
The other port valve worked, but it took an eternity for the water to force its
way through the flattened frozen hose.



Gradual ly, the deck fire was brought under control —+ess through the efforts of
the firefighters than the fact that there was little inflammble material left
after the petrol had burnt off. Hoses and extinguishers were then directed
through the great jagged rents on the poop to the fires roaring in the ness-deck
bel ow, while two asbestos-suited figures clanbered over and struggl ed through
the red-hot, jangled nmass of snoking w eckage on the poop. Nicholls had one of
the suits, Leading Tel egraphist Brown, a specialist in rescue work, the other.

Brown was the first on the scene. Picking his way gingerly, he clinbed up to
the entrance of " Y " turret. Watchers in the port and starboard alleyways saw
hi m pause there, fighting to tie back the heavy steel door—t had been crashing
nonot onously backwards and forwards with the rolling of. the cruiser. Then they
saw him step inside. Less than ten seconds |later they saw him appear at the door
again, on his knees and clutching desperately at the side for support. H's
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entire body was arching convul sively and he was being violently sick into his
oxygen mask.

Ni cholls saw this, wasted tine neither on " Y " turret nor on the charred
skeltons still trapped in the incinerated fuselage of the Condor. He clinbed
qui ckly up the vertical steel ladders to " X' gun-deck, nmoved round to the back
and tried to open the door. The clips were jamed, imovabl e—whether from cold
or netal distortion he did not know. He |ooked round for some |ever, stepped
aside as he saw Doyle, duffel coat snoul dering, haggard face set and purposefu
under the beard, approaching with a sledge in his hand. A dozen heavy, well-
directed blows—the clanging, N cholls thought, nust be alnost intolerable inside
the hollow anplifier of the turret—and the door was open. Doyle secured it,
stepped aside to let Nicholls enter

Ni choll's clinbed inside. There had been no need to worry about that racket
out side, he thought wyly. Every man in the turret was stone dead. Col our-
Sergeant Evans was sitting bolt upright in his seat, rigid and alert in death as
he had been in life: beside himlay Foster, the dashing, fiery Captain of
Mari nes, whom death becane so ill. The rest were all sitting or lying quietly at
their stations, apparently unharnmed and quite unnarked except for an occasional
tiny trickle of blood from ear and nmouth, trickles already coagulated in the
i ntense cold—the speed of the U ysses had carried the flanes aft, away from the
turret. The concussion must have been trenendous, death instantaneous. Heavily,
Ni chol s bent over the communications nunber, gently detached his headset, and
call ed the bridge.

Val l ery hinself took the nessage, turned back to Turner. He |ooked old,
def eat ed.

That was Nicholls,” he said. Despite all he could do, the shock and sorrow

showed clearly in every deeply-etched line in that pitiably wasted face. "' Y
turret is gone—o survivors. ' X ' turret seens intact—but everyone inside is
dead. Concussion, he says. Fires in the after ness-deck still not under control

Yes, boy, what is it?"

"Y' nmmgazine, sir,
gunnery officer."

the seaman said uncertainly. They want to speak to the



" Tell them he's not available,"” Vallery said shortly. W haven't time . . ."
He broke off, looked up sharply. " Did you say ' Y ' mmgazine? Here, let ne have
t hat phone."

He took the receiver, pushed back the hood of his duffel coat.
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" Captain speaking,' Y nmmgazine. Wuat is it? ... Wat? Speak up nan, | can't
hear you. . . . Ch, dam!" He swung round on the bridge L.T.O " Can you switch
this receiver on to the relay anplifier? | can't hear a ... Ah, that's better."

The anplifier above the chart-house crackled into |life—a peculiarly throaty,
husky life, doubly difficult to understand under the heavy overlay of a slurred
d asgow accent.

Can ye hear ne now?" the speaker booned. !

" | can hear you." Vallery's own voice echoed loudly over the anplifier. "
McQuater, isn't it?"

"Aye, it's ne, sir. How did ye ken?" Even through the 'speaker the surprise was
unm st akabl e. Shocked and exhausted though he was, Vallery found hinself
sm |ing.

" Never mind that now, MQuater. Wio's in charge down : there—&ardiner, isn't
it?" !

"Yes, sir. Gardiner."

"Put himon, will you?" There was a pause.

Ah canna, sir. Grdiner's deid."

" Dead!" Vallery was incredul ous. Did you say ' dead,' MQuater?"

Aye, and he's no' the only one.
Val lery's ear caught the faint trenmor bel ow
Ah' m fine now "

The voice was al nost trucul ent, but
" Ah was knocked oot maseP, but

Val |l ery paused, waited for the boy's bout of hoarse, harsh coughing to pass.
" But —but —what happened?"

" How shoul d Ah know-Ah nean, Ah dinna ken-Ah don't know, sir. A helluva bang
and then—ach, Ah'm no' sure whit happened. . . . Gardiner's nooth's all blood."

How-how many of you are left?"
" Just Barker, WIlianson and nasel', sir. Naebody el se—just us."
"And—and they're all right, MQuater?"

" Ach, they're fine. But Barker thinks he's deein'. He's in a gey bad wey. Ah
think he's gone clean aff his trolley, '"sir."

"He's what!"



" Loony, sir," MQuater explained patiently. " Daft. Some bluidy nonsense aboot
goin' to neet his Maker, and himw ' naething behind himbut a lifetine o
swindlin" his fellowmn." Vallery heard Turner's sudden chuckle, renenbered
that Barker was the canteen nmamnager. " WIlianson's busy shovin' cartridges back
into the racks—floor's littered with the bluidy things."
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" MQuater!" Vallery's voice was sharp, automatic in reproof

Aye, Ah'm sorry, sir. Ah clean forgot. . . . Wiit's to be done, sir?"
" Done about what?" Vallery denmanded inpatiently.

" This place, sir. ' Y nmgazine. |Is the boat on fire oot-side? It's bilin'" in
here—hotter than the hinges o' hell!"

"What! What did you say?" Vallery shouted. This time he forgot to reprimnd
McQuater. " Hot, did you say? How hot? Quickly, boy!"

"Ah canna touch the after bul kheid, sir,” MQater answered sinply. " It 'ud
tak 'the fingers aff ne."

" But the sprinklers—what's the matter with then?" Vallery shouted. " Aren't
t hey worki ng? Good CGod, boy, the nmagazine will go up any minute!"

" Aye." MQuater's voice was nonconmittal. " Aye, Ah kinna thought that mnight
be the wey o' it. No, sir, the sprinklers arena workin'—and it's akeady 20
degrees above the operatin' temperature, sir."

" Don't just stand there," Vallery said desperately. " Turn them on by hand!
The water in the sprinklers can't possibly be frozen if it's as hot as you say
it is. Hurry, man, hurry. If the mag. goes up, the Uysses is finished. For
God' s sake, hurry!"

" Ah've tried them sir," MQater said softly. " It's nae bluidy use. They're
solid!”

"Then break them open! There nmust be a tomy bar |ying about sonmewhere. Snash
t hem open, man! Hurry!"

" Aye, richt ye are, sir. But—but if Ah do that, sir, how am Ah to shut the
val ves aff again?" There was a note al nbst of quiet desperation in the boy's
voi ce—sone trick of reproduction in the anplifier, Vallery guessed

"You can't! It's inpossible! But never mind that!" Vallery said inpatiently,
his voice ragged with anxiety. " We'll punp it all out later. Hurry, MQuater,
hurry!™

There was a brief silence followed by a nuffled shout and a soft thud, then
they heard a thin nmetallic clanging echoing through the anplifier, a rapid,
staccato succession of strokes. MQuater must have been raining a veritable hai
of blows on the valve handles. Abruptly, the noise ceased.

Vallery waited until he heard the phone being picked up, called anxiously: "
Vell, howis it? Sprinklers all right?"



" Goin' like the clappers, sir." There was a new note in his
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voice, a note of pride and satisfaction. " Ah've just crowned Barker wi' the
tomry bar," he added cheerfully. "You' ve wharf"

" Laid oot old Barker," said McQuater distinctly. " He tried to stop ne. W ndy
auld bastard.... Ach, he's no' worth nmentionin'. . . . M they sprinklers are
grand things, sir. Ah've never seen them workin' before. Place is ankle deep
a'ready. And the steanis fair sizzlin' aff the bul kheid!"

"That's enough!" Vallery's voice was sharp. "Get out at once—and namke sure that
you take Barker with you."

" Ah saw a picture once. In the Paranpbunt in d asgow, Ah think. Ah nust've been
flush." The tone was al nbst conversational, pleasurably reniniscent. Vallery
exchanged gl ances with Turner, saw that he too, was fighting off the feeling of

unreality. " Rain, it was cried. But it wasnae hauf as bad as this. There
certainly wi snae hauf as much bluidy steaml Tal k aboot the hothouse in the
Botanic Gardens!"™ " MQuater!"™ Vallery roared. " Did you hear ne? Leave at once

| say! At once, do you hear?"

"Up to ma knees a'ready!" MQuater said admiringly. " It's gey cauld. . . . Dd
you say sonethin' sir?"

"l said, 'Leave at once!'" Vallery ground out. "Get out!"
" Aye, Ah see. ' Cet oot.' Aye. Ah thought that was what ye said. Cet oot.
Well, it's no that easy. As a matter o' fact, we canna. Hatchway's buckl ed and
the hatch-cover, too—jamed deid solid, sir."

The echo fromthe speaker boonmed softly over the shattered bridge, died away in
frozen silence. Unconsciously, Vallery |lowered the tel ephone, his eyes wandering
dazedly over the bridge. Turner, Carrington, the Kapok Kid, Bentley, Chrysler
and the others—they were all looking at him all with the sanme curiously blank
intensity blurring inperceptibly into the horror of understandi ng—and he knew
that their eyes and faces only mirrored his own. Just for a second, as if to
clear his mind, he screwed his eyes tightly shut, then lifted the phone again.

"McQuater! MQuater! Are you still there?" " O course Ah'm here!" Even through
the speaker, the voice was peevish, the asperity unm stakable. " Were the

hel | ------ ?"

" Are you sure it's jamed, boy?" Vallery cut in desperately. " Mybe if you

took a tomy-bar to the clips------ "

Ah could take a stick o' dynamite to the bluidy thing and
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it 'ud nake no difference," MQuater said natter-of-factly. " Onywey, it's just
aboot red-hot a'ready—the hatch, Ah nmean. There nust be a bluidy great fire
directly ootside it."



Hold on a minute," Vallery called. He turned round. Conmander, have Dodson
send a stoker to the main magazine flooding valve aft: stand by to shut off."

He crossed over to the nearest comuni cati on nunber.
" Are you on to the poop phone just now? Good! Gve it to ne. . . . Hallo,
Captain here. Is—ah, it's you, Hartley. Look, give ne a report on the state of
the mess-deck fires. It's desperately urgent. There are ratings trapped in ' Y
magazi ne, the sprinklers are on and the hatch-cover's janmmed. . . . Yes, yes,
"1l hold on."

He waited inpatiently for the reply, gloved hand tapping nechanically on top of
the phone box. His eyes swept slowy over the convoy, saw the freighters
steamng in to take up position again. Suddenly he stiffened, eyes unseeing

" Yes, Captain speaking. . . . Yes. . . . Yes. Half an hour, maybe an hour.
Oh, & aquo;d, no! You're quite certain? . . . No, that's all.'

He handed the receiver back, |ooked up slowy, his face drai ned of expression

Fire in the seanen's ness is under control,"” he said dully. The marines’
mess is an inferno—directly on top of 4Y' mmgazine. Hartley says there isn't a
chance of putting it out for an hour at least. ... | think you' d better get down
t here, Nunber One."

A whole minute passed, a mnute during which there was only the pinging of the
Asdic, the regular crash of the sea as the U ysses rolled in the heavy troughs.

Maybe the magazi ne's cool enough now, " the Kapok Kid suggested at length. ™
Perhaps we could shut off the water |ong enough . " His voice trailed away
uncertainly.

"Cool enough?" Turner cleared his throat noisily. "How do we know? Only
McQuater could tell us . . ." He stopped abruptly, as he realised the
i mplications of what he was saying.

" We'll ask him" Vallery said heavily. He picked up the phone again. "
McQuat er ?"

"Hal |l o!'"

Perhaps we could shut off the sprinklers outside, if it's safe. Do you think
the tenperature . . .?"

He broke off, unable to complete the sentence. The silence stretched out, taut
and tangi ble, heavy with decision. Val-
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| ery wondered nunbly what MQuater was thinking, what he hinself would have
thought in McQuater's place.

H ng on a mnute," the speaker booned abruptly. " Ah'Il have a | ook up top."

Again that silence, again that tense unnatural silence lay heavily over the
bridge. Vallery started as the speaker boonmed again.



" Jings, Ah'mb------ d. Ah couldna clinb that |adder again

for twenty-four points in the Treble Chance. . . . Ah'mon the |adder now, but
Ah'mthinkin' Ah'Il no" be on it much |onger."
" Never mind . . ." Vallery checked hinself, aghast at what he had been about

to say. If MQuater fell off, he'd drown like a rat in that flooded nmagazi ne

" Ch, aye. The nmmgazine." In the intervals between the racked bouts of
coughi ng, the voice was strangely conposed. " The shells up top are just aboot
meltin'. Wrse than ever, sir."

" 1 see." Vallery could think of nothing else to say. Hi s eyes were closed and
he knew he was swaying on his feet. Wth an effort, he spoke again. "How s
Wllianson?" It was all he could think of.

" Near gone. Up to his neck and hangin' on to the racks." MQuater coughed
again. " Says he's a nessage for the Commander and Carsl ake."

"A—a nessage?"

"Un-huh! Tell old Blackbeard to take a turn to hinself and lay off the bottle,"
he said with relish. The nessage for Carslake was unprintable.

Val l ery didn't even feel shocked.

"And yourself, MQuater?" he said. "No nessage, nothing you would Iike . "
He stopped, conscious of the grotesque inadequacy, the futility of what he was
sayi ng.

" Me? Ach, there's naething Ah'd like . . . Well, naybe a "transfer to the
Spartiate, but Ah'm thinking maybe it's a wee bit ower late for
that.1WIllianson!" The voice had risen to a sudden urgent shout. " WIIianson!

Hi ng on, boy, Ah'm coming!" They heard the boonming clatter in the speaker as
McQuater's phone crashed against netal, and then there was only the silence

"McQuater!" Vallery shouted into the phone. "MQuater! Answer me, nman. Can you
hear ne? McQuater!"

i HMS. Spartiate was a shore establishnent. Naval H Q for the Wst of
Scotland, It was at St. Enoch's Hotel, d asgow.
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But the speaker above him remained dead, finally, irrevocably dead. Vallery
shivered in the icy wind. That nagazine, that flooded magazine . . . less than
twenty-four hours since he had been there. He could see it now, see it as
clearly as he had seen it last night. Only now he saw it dark, cavernous wth
only the pin-points of energency lighting, the water welling darkly, slowy up
the sides, saw that little, pitifully wasted Scots boy with the thin shoul ders
and pain-filled eyes, struggling desperately to keep his nmate's head above that
icy water, exhausting his tiny reserves of strength with the passing of every
second. Even now, the tune nust be running out and Vallery knew hope was gone
Wth a sudden clear certainty he knew that when those two went down, they would
go down together. MQuater would never |let go. Eighteen years old, just eighteen
years old. Vallery turned away, stunbling blindly through the gate on to the



shattered conpass platform It was beginning to snow again and the darkness was
falling all around them

CHAPTER FOURTEEN
SATURDAY EVENI NG |

THE U ysses rolled on through the Arctic twilight. She rolled heavily,
awkwardly, in seas of the wong critical length, a strange and stricken sight
with both masts gone, with all boats and rafts gone, with shattered fore-and-aft
superstructure, with a crazily tilted bridge and broken, mangled after turret,
hal f-buried in the skeleton of the Condor's fuselage. But despite all that,
despite, too, the great garish patches of red |lead and gaping black holes in
fo'c'sle and poop—the latter welling with dark snoke laced with flickering

| ances of flame—she still renmined uncannily ghost-like and graceful, a creature
of her own elenent, inevitably at hone in the Arctic. Ghost-like, graceful, and
infinitely enduring . . . and still deadly. She still had her guns—and her

engi nes. Above all, she had these great engines, engines strangely blessed with

endl ess immunity. So, at least, it seened .

Five minutes dragged thenselves internminably by, five minutes during which the
sky grew steadily darker, during which reports fromthe poop showed that the
firefighters were barely holding their own, five minutes during which Vallery
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recovered sonething of his normal conposure. But he was now terribly weak.

A bell shrilled, cutting sharply through the silence and the gloom Chrysler
answered it, turned to the bridge.

" Captain, sir. After engine-roomwuld |ike to speak to you."

Turner |ooked at the Captain, said quickly: " Shall | take it, sir?"
" Thank you." Vallery nodded his head gratefully. Turner nodded in turn
crossed to the phone.

" Commander speaking. Who is it? ... Lieutenant Gier-son. Wat is it,
Gierson? Couldn't be good news for a change?"

For alnpbst a minute Turner remmined silent. The others on the bridge could hear
the faint crackling of the earpiece, sensed rather than saw the taut attention
the tightening of the nouth.

"WIIl it hold?" Turner asked abruptly. "Yes, yes, of course. . . . Tell him
we'll do our best up here. . . . Do that. Half-hourly, if you please.”

" It never rains, et cetera,” Turner grow ed, replacing the phone. " Engine
runni ng rough, tenperature hotting up. Distortion in inner starboard shaft.
Dodson hinself is in the shaft tunnel right now Bent |ike a banana, he says."

Vallery snmiled faintly. "
out of alignnent."

Knowi ng Dodson, | suppose that neans a couple of thou

" Maybe." Turner was serious. VWhat does matter is that the main shaft
bearing's damaged and the lubricating line fractured."



"As bad as that?" Vallery asked softly.

" Dodson is pretty unhappy. Says the damage isn't recent —thinks it began the
ni ght we lost our depth-charges." Turner shook his head. "Lord knows what

stresses that shaft's undergone since. ... | suppose to-night's perfornance
brought it to a head. . . . The bearing will have to be lubricated by hand
Wants engine revs, at a mininmum or engine shut off altogether. They'll keep us
posted."

"And no possibility of repair?" Vallery asked wyly.
" No, sir. None."

"Very well, then. Convoy speed. And Commander ?"

n Si r ?ll
" Hands to stations all night. You needn't tell 'em so—but, well, | think it
woul d be wise. | have a feeling------ "

"What's that!" Turner shouted. "Look! What the hell's
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she doing?" H's finger was stabbing towards the last freighter in the starboard
line: her guns were blazing away at sonme unseen target, the tracers |ancing
whitely through the twlight sky. Even as he dived for the broadcaster, he
caught sight of the Viking's main armanment belching snoke and jagged flane.

"All guns! Geen 1101 Aircraft! Independent fire, independent targets!
I ndependent fire, independent targets!" He heard Vallery ordering starboard
hel m knew he was going to bring the for'ard turrets to bear.

They were too late. Even as the U ysses began to answer her helm the eneny

pl anes were pulling out of their approach dives. Geat, clunmsy shapes, these

pl anes, forlorn and insubstantial in the nmurky gloom but identifiable in a
sickening flash by the clanmour of suddenly racing engines. Condors, wthout a
shadow of doubt. Condors that had outguessed them again, that gliding approach,
throttles cut right back, muted roar of the engines drifting downw nd, away from
the convoy. Their timng, their judgment of distance, had been superb

The freighter was bracketed twice, directly hit by at |east seven bonbs: in the
near - darkness, it was inpossible to see the bonbs going hone, but the explosions
were unmi stakabl e. And as each plane passed over, the decks were raked by savage
bursts of machine-gun fire. Every gun position on the freighter was w de open
| acking all but the nost elenentary frontal protection: the Denms, Naval Ratings
on the L.A guns, Royal Marine Artillerynen on the H A weapons, were under no
illusions as to their life expectancy when they joined the merchant ships on the
Russian run. . . . For such few gunners as survived the bonbing, the vicious
stuttering of these machi ne-guns was al nost certainly their last sound on earth

As the bonbs plunmeted down on the next ship in line, the first freighter was
al ready a broken-backed nass of licking, twisting flanes. Al nobst certainly, too,
her bottom had been torn out: she had listed heavily, and now slowy and
snoot hly broke apart just aft of the bridge as if both parts were hinged bel ow



the water-line, and was gone before the clanmour of the last aero engine had died
away in the distance.

Tactical surprise had been conplete. One ship gone, a second slewing wildly to
an uncontrolled stop, deep in the water by the head, and strangely disquieting
and omi nous in
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the entire absence of snoke, flane or any novement at all, a third heavily
damaged but still under comand. Not one Condor had been | ost.

Turner ordered the cease-fire—some of the gunners were still firing blindly

into the darkness: trigger-happy, perhaps, or just that the inmagination plays
weird tricks on woolly mnds and sunken bl ood-red eyes that had known no rest
for nore hours and days than Turner could renenber. And then, as the |ast
Cerlikon fell silent, he heard it agai n—the drone of the heavy aero engines, the
sound wel ling then ebbing again |ike breakers on a distant shore, as the w nd
gusted and di ed.

There was not hi ng anyone could do about it. The Focke-Wilf, although lost in
the low cloud, was meking no attenpt to conceal its presence: the om nous drone
was never lost for long. Clearly, it was circling alnost directly above.

"What do you nmeke of it, sir?" Turner asked.

"1 don't know," Vallery said slowy. " | just don't know at all. No nore
visits fromthe Condors, |I'msure of that. It's just that little bit too dark—
and they know they won't catch us again. Tailing us, like as not."

" Tailing us! I1t'lIl be black as tar in half an hour!" Turner disagreed. "

Psychol ogi cal warfare, if you ask ne."

" God knows," Vallery sighed wearily. " Al | knowis that 1'd give all ny
chances, here and to cone, for a couple of Corsairs, or radar, or fog, or
anot her such night as we had in the Denmark Straits." He |aughed shortly, broke
down in a fit of coughing. " Did you hear nme?" he whispered. " | never thought
I'd ask for that again. . . . How long since we |eft Scapa, Comrander?"

Turner thought briefly. Fi ve—si x days, sir

" Six days!" He shook his head unbelievingly.
shi ps—we have thirteen ships now "

Si x days. And—and thirteen

Twel ve," Turner corrected quietly. Anot her's al nbst gone. Seven freighters,
the tanker and ourselves. Twelve . . . | wish they'd have a go at the old
Stirling once in a while," he added norosely.

Val l ery shivered in a sudden flurry of snow He bent forward, head bent agai nst
the bitter wind and slanting snow, sunk in unnoving thought. Presently he
stirred.

" W will be off the North Cape at dawn," he said absently. " Things nay be a
little difficult, Conmander. They'll throw in everything they' ve got."

" W've been round there before," Turner conceded.
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" Fifty-fifty on our chances." Vallery did not seemto have heard him seened

to be talking to hinmself. " U ysses and the Sirens— it may be that the gulfs
will wash us down.' . . . 1 wish you luck, Commander."
Turner stared at him "Wat do you nean------ ?"

Oh, nyself too." Vallery snmiled, his head lifting up. " I'll need all the
luck, too." His voice was very soft.

Turner did what he had never done before, never dreaned he would do. In the
near - darkness he bent over the Captain, pulled his face round gently and
searched it with troubled eyes. Vallery nade no protest, and after a few seconds
Turner straightened up.

" Do nme a favour, sir," he said quietly. " Go below. | can take care of things—
and Carrington will be up before long. They're gaining control aft."

" No, not to-night." Vallery was smling, but there was a curious finality
about the voice. ** And it's no good dispatching one of your minions to sunmmon
old Socrates to the bridge. Please, Commander. | want to stay here—+ want to see
things to-night."

" Yes, yes, of course." Suddenly, strangely, Turner no |onger w shed to argue
He turned away. " Chrysler! |'Il give you just ten nminutes to have a gallon of
boiling coffee in the Captain's shelter. . . . And you're going to go in there
for half an hour," he said firmy, turning to Vallery, " and drink the damed
stuff, or—er------

"Delighted!™ Vallery murnured. "Laced with your inconparable rum of course?"

" O course! Eh—eh, yes, damm that WIlianson!" Turner growed irritably. He
paused, went on slowy: " Shouldn't have said that. . . . Poor bastards, they'l
have had it by this time. . . ." He fell silent, then cocked his head |istening.
" | wonder how long old Charlie neans to keep stooging around up there," he
mur mur ed.

Vallery cleared his throat, coughed, and before he could speak the WT.
broadcaster clicked on.

" WT.—bridge. WT.—bridge. Two nessages."

" One fromthe dashing Or, for a fiver," Turner grunted
" First fromthe Sirrus. ' Request permnission to go alongside, take off
survivors. As well hung for a sheep as a lanmb.' "

Val l ery stared through the thinly falling snow, through the darkness of the
ni ght and over the rolling sea.

" In this sea?" he nurnured. And as near dark as nmmkes no difference. He'll

kill himself!"
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" That's nothing to what old Starr's going to do to him when he lays hands on
him"™ Turner said cheerfully.

"He hasn't a chance. |I—+ could never ask a man to do that. There's no
justification for such a risk. Besides, the nerchantnman's been badly hit. There
can't be many left alive aboard.™

Turner sai d not hing.

""Make a signal," Vallery said clearly. "'Thank you. Perm ssion granted. Good
luck.” And tell WT. to go ahead."”

There was a short silence, then the speaker crackled again.

" Second signal from London for Captain. Decoding. Messenger |eaving for bridge
i medi ately."

"To O ficer Comanding, 14 A C.S., FR77," the speaker booned after a few
seconds. "' Deeply distressed at news. Inperative maintain 090. Battle squadron
steaming SSE. at full speed on interception course. Rendezvous approx. 1400 to-
norrow. Their Lordships expressly comrand best w shes Rear-Adniral, repeat Rear-
Admiral Vallery. D.N O, London."' "

The speaker clicked off and there was only the lost pinging of the Asdic, the
t hr obbi ng nonotony of the prowling Condor's engines, the lingering nenory of the
gl adness in the broadcaster's voice.

" Uncomon civil of their Lordships,” murnured the Kapok Kid, rising to the

occasion as usual. " Downright decent, one might alnost say."”
" Bl oody long overdue,” Turner grow ed. " Congratulations, sir," he added
warmy. " Signs of grace at |ast along the banks of the Thanes." A nurnur of

pl easure ran round the bridge: discipline or not, no one nmade any attenpt to
hi de his satisfaction.

" Thank you, thank you." Vallery was touched, deeply touched. Prom se of help
at long, long last, a prom se which mght hold—-al nost certainly hel d—<$or each
and every menber of his crew the difference between life and death—and they
could only think to rejoice in his pronotion! Dead nmen's shoes, he thought, and
t hought of saying it, but dismssed the idea imediately: a rebuff, a gracel ess
affront to such genui ne pl easure.

" Thank you very much," he repeated. " But gentlenen, you appear to have m ssed
the only item of news of any real significance------

" Ch, no, we haven't," Turner grow ed. Battl e squadron
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—ha! Too ------ late as usual. Ch, to be sure, they'll be in

at the death—er shortly afterwards, anyway. Perhaps in tine for a few
survivors. | suppose the Illustrious and the Furious will be with then"

" Perhaps. | don't know. " Vallery shook his head, smling. " Despite ny recent—
ah—el evation, | am not yet in their Lordships' confidence. But there'll be some
carriers, and they could fly off a few hours away, give us air cover from dawn.”



" Ch, no, they won't," said Turner prophetically. " The weather will break
down, make flying off inpossible. See if I'mnot right."

"Perhaps, Cassandra, perhaps," Vallery smiled. "W'Il see. . . . Wat was that,
Pilot? | didn't quite . . ."

The Kapok Kid grinned.
" It's just occurred to ne that to-nmorrow s going to be a big day for our
juni or doctor—he's convinced that no battleship ever puts out to sea except for
a Spithead review in peacetine.”

"That reninds ne,
__?Il

Val l ery said thoughtfully. "Didn't we pronise the Sirrus----

Young Nicholls is up to his neck in work," Turner cut in. " Doesn't |ove us—
the Navy rather—evermnmuch, but he sure loves his job. Borrowed a fire-fighting
suit, and Carrington says he's already . . ." He broke off, |ooked up sharply
into the thin, driving snow. " Hallo! Charlie's getting damed nosy, don't you

t hi nk?"

The roar of the Condor's engines was increasing every second: the sound rose to
a clamouring crescendo as the bonmber roared directly overhead, barely a couple
of hundred feet above the broken nasts, died away to a steady drone as the plane
circled round the convoy.

" WT. to escorts!" Vallery called quickly. " Let him go—don't touch him No
starshell s—Aothing. He's trying to draw us out, to have us give away our
position. . . . It's not likely that the merchant ships . . . Ch, God! The

fools, the fools! Too late, too |late!"

A nerchantman in the port |ine had opened up—©erlikons or Bofors, it was
difficult to say. They were firing blind, conpletely blind: and in a high w nd,
snow and darkness, the chance of locating a plane by sound al one was inpossibly
renot e.

The firing did not last |Iong—ten, fifteen seconds at the outside. But |ong
enough—and the damage was done. Charlie

223

had pulled off, and straining apprehensive ears caught the sudden deepeni ng of
the note of the engines as the boosters were cut in for maxi num clinb.

"What do you nmke of it, sir?" Turner asked abruptly.
" Trouble." Vallery was quiet but certain. " This has never happened before—and
it's not psychol ogical warfare, as you call it, Conmander: he doesn't even rob
us of our sleep—not when we're this close to the North Cape. And he can't hope
to trail us long: a couple of quick course alterations and —ah!" He breathed
softly. "What did | tell you, Conmander?"

Wth a suddenness that bl ocked thought, with a dazzling glare that struck
whitely, cruelly at singeing eyeballs, night was transfornmed into day. Hi gh
above the Uysses a flare had burst into intense life, a flare which tore apart
the falling snow like filny, transparent gauze. Swinging wldly under its



parachute with the gusting of the wind, the flare was drifting slowy seawards,
towards a sea no longer invisible but suddenly black as night, towards a sea
where every ship, in its glistening sheath of ice and snow, was silhouetted in
dazzling whiteness against the inky backdrop of sea and sky.

" Get that flare!"™ Turner was barking into the transmtter. "Al Cerlikons, al
pom pons, get that flare!" He replaced the transnmitter. " Mght as well throw
enpty beer bottles at it with the old girl rolling like this," he nuttered
"Lord, gives you a funny feeling, this!"

" I know, " the Kapok Kid supplied. " Like one of these dreans where you're
wal ki ng down a busy street and you suddenly realise that all you're wearing is a
wrist-watch. ' Naked and defenceless,’ is the accepted term | believe. For the
non-literary, * caught with the pants down.'" Absently he brushed the snow off
the quilted kapok, exposing the enbroidered " J " on the breast pocket, while
hi s apprehensive eyes probed into the circle of darkness outside the pool of
light. " I don't like this at all," he conplai ned.

" Neither do I." Vallery was unhappy. " And | don't like Charlie's sudden
di sappearance either."

"He hasn't disappeared,” Turner said grimy. "Listen!" They listened, ears
straining intently, caught the intermittent, distant thunder of the heavy
engines. " He's 'way astern of us, closing."

Less than a minute |ater the Condor roared overhead again, higher this tineg,
lost in the clouds. Again he re-
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| eased a flare, higher, nuch higher than the last, and this time squarely over
the heart of the convoy.

Again the roar of the engines died to a distant murnur, again the
desynchroni sed cl amour strengthened as the Condor overtook the convoy a second
time. dinpsed only nonmentarily in the inverted valleys between the scudding
clouds, it flew wide, this time, far out on the port hand, riding clear above
the pitiless glare of the sinking flares. And, as it thundered by, flares
expl oded into blazing Iife—four of them just below cloud Ievel, at four-second
intervals. The northern horizon was alive with light, glowing and pulsating with
a fierce flane that threw every tiny detail into the starkest relief. And to the
south there was only the blackness: the rim of the pool of |ight stopped
abruptly just beyond the starboard |ine of ships.

It was Turner who first appreciated the significance, the inplications of this.
Real i sation struck at himw th the galvanic effect of sheer physical shock. He
gave a hoarse cry, fairly flung hinself at the broadcast transnmitter: there was
no time to await permn ssion

"' B turret!" he roared. "Starshells to the south. Geen 90, green 90. Urgent!
Urgent! Starshells, green 90. Maximum el evation 10. C ose settings. Fire when
you are ready!" He |ooked quickly over his shoulder. "Pilot! Can you

"' B turret training, sir.

"CGood, good!" He lifted the transmitter again. "Al guns! Al guns! Stand by to
repel air attack from starboard. Probable bearing green 90. Hostiles probably



t or pedo- bonbers."” Even as he spoke, he caught sight of the intermttent flashing
of the fighting lights on the lower yardarm Vallery was sending out an
energency signal to the convoy.

You're right, Conmander," Vallery whispered. In the gaunt pallor, in the skin
taut stretched across the sharp and fleshless bones, his face, in that blinding
glare, was a ghastly travesty of humanity; it was a death's-head, redeened only
by the gl ow of the deep-sunken eyes, the sudden flicker of bloodless Iids as the
whi p-lash crash of " B " turret shattered the silence. " You must be," he went
on slowy. " Every ship silhouetted fromthe north—and a maxi mum run-in fromthe
south under cover of darkness.” He broke off suddenly as the shells exploded in
great overlapping globules of light, two mles to the south. " You are right,"”
he said gently. " Here they cone."
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They canme fromthe south, wing-tip to wing-tip, flying in three waves with four
or five planes in each wave. They were coming in at about 500 feet, and even as
the shells burst their noses were already dipping into the plane of the shall ow
attack dive of the torpedo-bonber. And as they dived, the bonbers fanned out, as
if in search of individual targets—er what seened, at first sight, to be
i ndi vidual targets. But within seconds it becanme obvious that they were
concentrating on two ships and two ships alone—the Stirling and the U ysses.
Even the ideal double target of the crippled nerchantman and the destroyer
Sirrus, alnpbst stopped al ongside her, was strictly ignored. They were flying
under orders.

" B " turret punped out two nore starshells at mininum settings, reloaded with
HE By this tine, every gun in the convoy had opened up, the barrage was
i ntense: the torpedo-bonbers—euriously difficult to identify, but |ooking Iike
Hei nkel s—had to fly through a concentrated lethal curtain of steel and high
expl osi ve. The el enent of surprise was gone: the starshells of the U ysses had
gai ned a priceless twenty seconds.

Fi ve bonbers were coning at the Uysses now, fanned out to disperse fire, but
arrowing in on a central point. They were levelling off, running in on firing
tracks al nost at wave-top height, when one of them straightened up a fraction
too late, brushed lightly against a cresting wave-top, glanced harm essly off,
then catapulted crazily from wave-top to wave-top—they were flying at right
angles to the set of the sea—before disappearing in a trough. M sjudgnent of
di stance or the pilot's w ndscreen suddenly obscured by a flurry of snow—+t was
i mpossi ble to say.

A second later the leading plane in the mddle disintegrated in a searing burst
of flame—a direct hit on its torpedo warhead. A third plane, behind and to the
west, sheered off violently to the left to avoid the hurtling debris, and the
subsequent dropping of its torpedo was no nore than an enpty gesture. It ran
hal f a cable length behind the Uysses, spent itself in the enpty sea beyond

Two bonbers left now, pressing home their attack with suicidal courage, weaving
violently fromside to side to avoid destruction. Two seconds passed, three
four—and still they came on, through the falling snow and intensely heavy fire
nmraculous in their immnity. Theoretically, there is no target so easy to hit
as a plane approaching directly head on
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in practice, it never worked out that way. In the Arctic, the Mediterranean
the Pacific, the relative immunity of the torpedo-bonbers, the high percentage
of successful attacks carried out in the face of alnobst saturation fire, never
failed to confound the experts. Tension, over-anxiety, fear—these were part of
the trouble, at least: there are no half neasures about a torpedo-bonber—you get
hi mor he gets you. And there is nothing nore nerve-racki ng—al ways, of course,
with the outstanding exception of the scream ng, near-vertical power-dive of the
gul | -wi nged Stuka dive-bonber—than to see a torpedo-bonber |oom ng hugely,
terrifyingly over the open sights of your gun and know that you have just five
i nexorabl e seconds to live. . . . And with the Uysses, of course, the
continuous rolling of the cruiser in the heavy cross-sea made accuracy
i mpossi bl e.

These last two bonbers cane in together, wing-tip to wing-tip. The plane nearer
the bows dropped its torpedo less than two hundred yards away, pulled up in a
maxi mum clinbing turn to starboard, a fusillade of |ight cannon and nachi ne-gun
shells smashing into the upper works of the bridge: the torpedo hit the water
obliquely, porpoised high into the air, then crashed back again nose first into
a heavy wave, diving steeply into the sea: it passed under the U ysses.

But seconds before that the | ast torpedo-bonber had made its attack—rmde its
attack and failed and died. It had cone roaring in less than ten feet above the
waves, had cone straight on without releasing its torpedo, w thout gaining an
inch in height, until the crosses on the upper sides of the w ngs could be
clearly seen, until it was less than a hundred yards away. Suddenly,
desperately, the pilot had begun to clinb: it was inmredi ately obvious that the
torpedo rel ease nechani sm had jamed, either through nechanical failure or icing
in the intense cold: obviously, too, the pilot had intended to rel ease the
torpedo at the last minute, had banked on the sudden decrease of weight to lift
him over the U ysses. The nose of the bonber smashed squarely into the for'ard
funnel, the starboard wing shearing off |ike cardboard as it scythed across the
after leg of the tripod mast. There was an instantaneous, blinding sheet of
gasoline flane, but neither snoke nor explosion. A norment l|later the crunpled
shattered bonber, no |Ionger a machine but a torn and flam ng crucifix, plunged
into the hissing sea a dozen yards away. The water had barely closed over it
when a gigantic underwater ex-
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pl osi on heeled the U ysses far over to starboard, a vicious hamer-bl ow that
flung nmen off their feet and shattered the lighting systemon the port side of
the cruiser.

Conmmander Turner hoisted hinself painfully to his feet, shook his head to clear
it of the cordite fumes and the dazed confusion left by cannon shells expl oding
almost at armis length. The shock of the detonating torpedo hadn't thrown himto
t he duckboards—he'd hurled hinmself there five seconds previously as the flam ng
guns of the other bonmber had raked the bridge from point-blank range

H's first thought was for Vallery. The Captain was lying on his side, crunpled
strangel y agai nst the binnacle. Dry-mouthed, cold with a sudden chill that was
not of that Polar w nd, Turner bent quickly, turned him gently over.

Vallery lay still, nmotionless, lifeless. No sign of blood, no gapi ng wound—
thank God for that! Turner peeled off a glove, thrust a hand bel ow duffel coat
and jacket, thought he detected a faint, a very faint beating of the heart.



Gently he lifted the head off the frozen slush, then |ooked up quickly. The
Kapok Kid was standi ng above him

"Get Brooks up here, Pilot," he said swiftly. "It's urgent!”

Unsteadily, the Kapok Kid crossed over the bridge. The communication rating was
| eani ng over the gate, tel ephone in his hand.

"The Sick Bay, quickly!" the Kapok Kid ordered. "Tell the Surgeon Conmmander

" He stopped suddenly, guessed that the man was still too dazed to understand
" Here, give ne that phone!" Inpatiently, he stretched out his hand and grabbed
the tel ephone, then stiffened in horror as the man slipped gradually backwards,
extended arns trailing stiffly over the top of the gate until they di sappeared
Car penter opened the gate, stared down at the dead man at his feet: there was a
hole the size of his gloved fist between the shoul der- bl ades.

He | ay al ongside the Asdic cabinet, a cabinet, the Kapok Kid now saw for the
first tine, riddled and shattered with machi ne-gun bullets and shells. His first
t hought was the numnbing appreciation that the set mnmust be smashed beyond
recovery, that their |ast defence against the U boats was gone. Hard on the
heel s of that came the sickening realisation that there had been an Asdic
operator inside there. . . . H's eyes wandered away, caught sight of Chrysler
rising to his feet by the torpedo control. He, too, was staring at the Asdic
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cabinet, his face drained of expression. Before the Kapok Kid could speak,
Chrysler lurched forward, fists battering frantically, blindly at the janmred
door of the cabinet. Like a man in a dream the Kapok Kid heard hinmsobbing....
And then he renenbered. The Asdic operator-his name was Chrysler too. Sick to
his heart, the Kapok Kid lifted the phone again.

Turner pillowed the Captain's head, nmoved across to the starboard corner of the
conpass platform Bentley, quiet, unobtrusive as always, was sitting on the
deck, his back wedged between two pipes, his head pillowed peacefully on his
chest. H's hand under Bentley's chin, Turner gazed down into the sightless eyes,
the only recognisable feature of what had once been a human face. Turner swore
in savage quiet, tried to prise the dead fingers |ocked round the hand-grip of
the Aldis, then gave up. The barred beam shone eerily across the darkening
bri dge.

Met hodi cal |y, Turner searched the bridge-deck for further casualties. He found
three others and it was no consolation at all that they nust have died
unknowi ng. Five dead nen for a three-second burst—a very fair return, he thought
bitterly. Standing on the after ladder, his face stilled in unbelief as he
realised that he was staring down into the heart of the shattered for'ard
funnel. Mdre he could not see: the boat deck was already blurred into
featurel ess anonymity in the dying glare of the last of the flares. He swung on
his heel, returned to the conpass platform

At least, he thought grinmy, there was no difficulty in seeing the Stirling.
What was it that he had said-said |less than ten ninutes ago? " | wish they'd
have a go at the Stirling once in a while." Sonmething like that. H's nouth
twi sted. They'd had a go, all right. The Stirling, a mle ahead, was sl ew ng
away to starboard, to the south-east, her for'ard superstructure enveloped in a
writhing cocoon of white flame. He stared through his night glasses, tried to
assess the damage; but a solid wall of flanme masked the superstructure, fromthe



fo'c'sle deck clear abaft the bridge. He could see nothing there, just nothing—
but he could see, even in that heavy swell, that the Stirling was listing to
starboard. It was learned later that the Stirling had been struck tw ce: she had
been torpedoed in the for'ard boiler-room and seconds |ater a bonber had
crashed into the side of her bridge, her torpedo still slung beneath the belly
of her fuselage: alnost certainly, in the light of the simlar occurrence
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on the U ysses, severe icing had jamred the rel ease nmechanism Death nust have
been instantaneous for every man on the bridge and the decks bel ow, anong the
dead were Captain Jeffries, the First Lieutenant and the Navigator.

The | ast bonber was hardly | o0& aquo;t in the darkness when Car-rington replaced
the poop phone, turned to Hartley.

Thi nk you can nmanage now, Chief? |I'm wanted on the bridge."

" I think so, sir." Hartley, blackened and stained with snoke and extingui sher

foam passed his sleeve wearily across his face. " The worst is over
VWere's Lieutenant Cars-1ake? Shouldn't he------ 2"

44Forget him" Carrington interrupted brusquely. " | don't know where he is,
nor do | care. There's no need for us to beat about the bush, Chief-we're better
without him If he returns, you're still in charge. Look after things."

He turned away, wal ked quickly for'ard along the port alley. On the packed snhow
and ice, the pad of his rubber seaboots was conpletely soundl ess

He was passing the shattered canteen when he saw a tall, shadowy figure
standing in the gap between the snow covered |lip of the outer torpedo tube and
the end stanchion of the guard-rails, trying to open a jamed extingui sher valve
by striking it against the stanchion. A second |ater, he saw another blurred
form detach itself stealthily from the shadows, creep up stealthily behind the
man with the extinguisher, a heavy bludgeon of wood or netal held high above his
head.

44Look out!" Carrington shouted. " Behind you!"

It was all over in two seconds—the sudden, flailing rush of the attacker, the
crash as the victim lightning fast in his reactions, dropped his extinguisher
and fell crouched to his knees, the thin piercing scream of anger and terror as
the attacker catapulted over the stooping body and through the gap between tubes
and rails, the splash—and then the silence.

Carrington ran up to the man on the deck, helped himto his feet. The |ast
flare had not yet died, and it was still light enough for himto see who it was—
Ral ston, the L. T.O Carrington gripped his arns, |ooked at him anxiously

"Are you all right? Did he get you? Good God, who on earth------ ?"

44Thank you, sir." Ralston was breathing quickly, but his
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face was al nost expressionless again. "That was too close | Thank you very
much, sir."



" But who on earth------ ?" Carrington repeated in wonder
" Never saw him sir." Ralston was grim " But | know who it was—Sub-Li eut enant
Carsl ake. He's been following ne around all night, never let me out of his
sight, not once. Now | know why."

It took much to disturb the First Lieutenant's iron equaninmty, but now he
shook his head in slow disbelief.

" | knew there was bad blood!"™ he nmurnured. " But that it should cone to this!
VWhat the Captain will say to this | just------

"Way tell hin?" Ralston said indifferently. "Wy tell anyone? Perhaps Carsl ake
had relations. What good will it do to hurt them to hurt anyone. Let anyone
think what they like." He laughed shortly. " Let themthink he died a hero's
death fire-fighting, fell over the side, anything." He |ooked down into the
dark, rushing water, then shivered suddenly. '+ Let himgo, sir, please. He's
paid."

For a long second Carrington, too, stared down over the side, |ooked back at
the tall boy before him Then he clapped his arm nodded slowy and turned away.

Turner heard the clanging of the gate, |owered the binoculars to find
Carrington standing by his side, gazing wordlessly at the burning cruiser. Just
then Vallery npaned softly, and Carrington |ooked down quickly at the prone
figure at his feet.

" My Cod! The Add Man! Is he hurt badly, sir?"

" 1 don't know, Nunmber One. If not, it's a bloody miracle,” he added bitterly.
He stooped down, raised the dazed Captain to a sitting position

Are you all right, sir?" he asked anxiously. Do you— have you been hit?"

Val | ery shuddered in a |ong, exhausting paroxysm of coughing, then shook his
head feebly.

" I'mall right,” he whispered weakly. He tried to grin, a pitiful, ghastly
travesty of a snile in the reflected light fromthe burning Aldis. " | dived for
the deck, but | think the binnacle got in nmy way." He rubbed his forehead,
al ready bruised and discoloured. "How s the ship, Conmander?"

"To hell with the ship!" Turner said roughly. He passed an arm round Vallery,
raised himcarefully to his feet. " How are things aft, Nunber One?"
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" Under control. Still burning, but under control. | left Hartley in charge.”
He made no nention of Carslake

"Good! Take over. Radio Stirling, Sirrus, see how they are. Cone on, sir.
Shelter for you!"

Val lery protested feebly, a token protest only, for he was too weak to stand
He checked involuntarily as he saw the snow falling whitely through the barred
beam of the Aldis, slowy followd the beam back to its source



" Bentley?" he whispered. " Don't tell ne . . ." He barely caught the
Conmander's wordl ess nod, turned heavily away. They passed by the dead nan
stretched outside the gate, then stopped at the Asdic cabinet. A sobbing figure
was crouched into the angle between the shelter and the jammed and shattered
door of the hut, head pillowed on the forearm resting high against the door.

Val lery laid a hand on the shaki ng shoul der, peered into the averted face.

" What is it? Ch, it's you, boy." The white face had been lifted towards him
"What's the matter, Chrysler?"

" The door, sir!"™ Chrysler's voice was nuffled, quivering. ** The door—+ can't
open it."

For the first tine, Vallery |ooked at the cabinet, at the gashed and torn
metal. His mind was still dazed, exhausted, and it was al nost by a process of
associ ation that he suddenly, horrifyingly thought of the gashed and nangl ed
operator that nmust |lie behind that |ocked door

" Yes," he said quietly. " The door's buckled. . . . There's nothing anyone can
do, Chrysler." He | ooked nore closely at the grief-dulled eyes. "Come on, ny
boy, there's no need----- "

" My brother's in there, sir." The words, the hopel ess despair, struck Vallery
like a blow. Dear God! He had forgotten. ... O course—teadi ng Asdic Operator
Chrysler. . . . He stared down at the dead nan at his feet, already covered with
a thin layer of snow.

"Have that Al dis unplugged, Conmander, will you?" he asked absently. " And
Chrysl er?”

Yes, sir." A flat nonotone.

" Go below and bring up sonme coffee, please."

"Coffee, sir!" He was bew | dered, unconprehending
brother------ "

Coffee 1 But—but-—say—ny

" 1 know," Vallery said gently. " | know. Bring some coffee, will you?"

Chrysl er stunbled off. Wen the shelter door closed behind them clicking on
the light, Vallery turned to the Conmander.
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" Cue for noralising on the glories of war," he nurnured quietly. " Dulce et
decorum and the proud privilege of being the sons of Nelson and Drake. It's not
twenty-four hours since Ralston watched his father die. . . . And now this boy.
Per haps------
" 1'"lIl take care of things," Turner nodded. He hadn't yet forgiven hinself for
what he had said and done to Ralston last night, in spite of Ralston's quick

friendliness, the ready acceptance of his apologies. ** I'll keep him busy out
of the way till we open up the cabinet. ... Sit down, sir. Have a swig of this."
He smiled faintly. " Friend WIIlianms having betrayed ny guilty secret

Hal | o! Company. "



The light clicked off and a burly figure bulked nmonmentarily against the grey
obl ong of the doorway. The door shut, and Brooks stood blinking in the sudden
light, red of face and gasping for breath. H's eyes focused on the bottle in
Turner's hand.

" Hal" he said at length. " Having a bottle party, are we? Al contributions
gratefully received, | have no doubt." He opened his case on a convenient table,
was runmmagi ng i nside when soneone rapped sharply on the door

Cone in," Vallery called.

A signal man entered, handed a note to Vallery. "From London, sir. Chief says
there may be sone reply.”

Thank you. 1'Il phone down."
The door opened and cl osed again. Vallery | ooked up at an enpty-handed Turner.
44Thanks for renoving the guilty evidence so quickly," he snmiled. Then he shook

his head. 4<My eyes—they don't seem so good. Perhaps you would read the signal
Commander ?"

44And perhaps you would |ike some decent nedicine,"” Brooks booned, " instead of
that filthy nuck of Turner's." He fished in his bag, produced a bottle of anber
liquid. 44Wth all the resources of nobdern nedicine—well, practically all,
anyway—at ny disposal, | can find nothing to equal this."

"Have yo”™ told Nicholls?" Vallery was stretched out on the settee now, eyes
cl osed, the shadow of a smile on his bloodless I|ips

44\l |, no," Brooks confessed. " But plenty of tinme. Have sonme?"

" Thanks. Let's have the good news, Turner."

Good news!" The sudden deadly quiet of the Com
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mander's voice fell chilly over the waiting nen. " No, sir, it's not good news.

"' Rear-Admiral Vallery, Conmmanding 14 A.C.S., FR77.' " The voice was drained
of all tone and expression. "' Tirpitz, escorting cruisers, destroyers, reported
noving out Alta Ford sunset. Intense activity Alta Fjord airfield. Fear sortie
under air cover. Al measures avoid useless sacrifice Merchant, Naval ships.

D.N. O, London.'" Wth deliberate care Turner fol ded the paper, laid it on the
table. "Isn't that just wonderful,"” he nurnured. "Whatever next?"

Val lery was sitting bolt upright on the settee, blind to the blood trickling
down crookedly from one corner of his nouth. H's face was calm unworried

"I think I'Il have that glass, now, Brooks, if you don't mind," he said
quietly. The Tirpitz. The Tirpitz. He shook his head tiredly, like a man in a
dream The Tirpitz—the name that no man nentioned without a far-off echo of awe
and fear, the nanme that had conpletely dom nated North Atlantic naval strategy
during the past two years. Mywving out at |ast, an armoured Col ossus, sister-ship
to that other Titan that had destroyed the Hood with one single, savage bl owthe
Hood, the darling of the Royal Navy, the nost powerful ship in the world—er so



men had thought. Wat chance had their tiny cockle-shell cruiser.... Again he
shook his head, angrily this tinme, forced hinmself to think of the present.

"Well, gentlenmen, | suppose tinme bringeth all things—even the Tirpitz. It had
to conme sone day. Just our ill luck —the bait was too close, too tenpting.”

" My young colleague is going to be just delighted," Brooks said grimy. " A
real battleship at long, long last."

"Sunset," Turner nused. "Sunset. My God!" he said sharply, " even allow ng for
negotiating the fjord they'll be on us in four hours on this course!"

"Exactly," Vallery nodded. "And it's no good running north. They'd overtake us
before we're within a hundred nmiles of them"

"Then? Qur big boys up north?" Turner scoffed. "I hate to sound like a
granophone record, but you'll recall ny

earlier statement about them+too ------ late as usual!" He

paused, swore again. " | hope that old bastard Starr's satisfied at last!" he

finished bitterly.

" Why all the gloonP" Vallery |ooked up quizzically, went on softly. " W can
still be back, safe and sound in Scapa in
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forty-eight hours. ' Avoid useless sacrifice Merchant, Naval ships,' he said.

The U ysses is probably the fastest ship in the world to-day. It's sinple,
gentl emen. "

" No, no!" Brooks npaned. Too much of an anti-climax. | couldn't stand it!"

" Do another PQL7?"1Turner smiled, but the smle never touched his eyes. "The
Royal Navy could never stand it: Captain—Rear-Adniral Vallery would never permt
it; and speaking for nyself and, I'mfairly certain, this bunch of cut-throat
muti neers of ours—well, | don't think we'd ever sleep so sound o' nights again.'

i PQL7, a large mxed convoy_it included over 30 British, American and
Panamani an shi ps—+eft Iceland for Russia under the escort of half a dozen
destroyers and perhaps a dozen snaller craft, with a mxed Anglo-Anerican
crui ser and destroyer squadron in inmediate support. A shadow covering force—
agai n Angl o- Ameri can—eonprising one aircraft carrier, two battleships, three
cruisers and a flotilla of destroyers, lay to the north. As with FR77, they
formed the spring of the trap that closed too |ate.

The tinme was mdsummer, 1942, a suicidal season for the attenpt, for in June
and July, in these high latitudes, there is no night. About |ongitude 20&deg
east, the convoy was heavily attacked by U boats and aircraft.

On the sane day as the attack began—4th Jul y—the covering cruiser squadron was
radioed that the Tirpitz had just sailed from Alta Fjord. (This was not the
case: The Tirpitz did nake a brief, abortive sortie on the afternoon of the 5th,
but turned back the same evening: rumour had it that she had been damaged by
t orpedoes from a Russian submarine.) The support squadron and convoy escorts
i medi ately withdrew to the west at high speed, |eaving PQL7 to their fate



| eaving themto scatter and nake then- unescorted way to Russia as best they
could. The feelings of the crews of the nerchant ships at this save-their-own-
skins desertion and betrayal by the Royal Navy can be readily inmagined. Their
fears, too, can be readily imgined, but even their darkest forebodings never
conceived the dreadful reality: 23 nerchant ships were sent to the bottomby U
boats and aircraft. The Tirpitz was not seen, never canme anywhere near the
convoy; but even the threat had driven the naval squadrons to flight.

The author does not know all the facts concerning PQL7, nor does he seek to
interpret those he does know still |ess does he seek to assign blame. Curiously
enough, the only definite conclusion is that no blame can be attached to the
commander of the squadron, Admiral Hamilton. He had no part of the decision to
wi t hdraw—the order cane fromthe Admralty, and was inperative. But one does not
envy him

It was a nelancholy and bitter incident, all the nmore unpalatable in that it
ran so directly counter to the traditions of a great Service; one wonders what
Sir Philip Sydney woul d have thought, or, in nore nodern tinmes, Kennedy of the
Rawal pi ndi or Fegen of the Jervis Bay. But there was no doubt what the Merchant
Navy thought What they still think. From nost of the few survivors, there can be
no hope of forgiveness. They will, probably, always renenber: the Royal Navy
woul d desperately like to forget. It is difficult to blane either.
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"Gad!" Brooks nurmured. "The man's a poet!"

" You're right, Turner." Vallery drained his glass, |lay back exhausted. " W
don't seem to have nuch option. . . . Wat if we receive orders for a—ah-high-
speed wi thdrawal ?"

" You can't read," Turner said bluntly. " Renmenber, you just said your eyes are

goi ng back on you."

444Soul s that have toiled and wought and fought Wth ne,'" Vallery quoted
softly. Thank you, gentlenen. You nake things very easy for ne." He propped
hinself on an elbow, his mnd nade up. He sniled at Turner, and his face was
al nost boyi sh agai n.

44l nform all merchant ships, all escorts. Tell themto break north.”
Turner stared at him
44North? Did you say ' north'?" But the Admralty----- "

44North, | said," Vallery repeated quietly. " The Adnmiralty can do what they
like about it. W' ve played along | ong enough. W' ve sprung the trap. Wat nore
can they want? This way there's a chance—an al nost hopel ess chance, perhaps, but
a fighting chance. To go east is suicide.”" He snmled again, alnost dreamly. "
The end is not all-inportant,” he said softly. " | don't think I'lIl have to
answer for this. Not now-not ever."

Turner grinned at him his face Iit up. " North, you said."

44 nform C.-in-C.," Vallery went on. " Ask Pilot for an interception course.
Tell the convoy we'll tag along behind, give 'em as nuch cover as we can, as



long as we can. . . . As long as we can. Let us not delude ourselves. 1,000 to 1
at the outside. . . . Nothing else we can do, Conmander?"

"Pray," Turner said succinctly.
"And sleep," Brooks added. "Why don't you have half an hour, sir?"

"Sleep!" Vallery seened genuinely anmused. "We'll have all the tine in the world
to sleep, just by and by."

44You have a point," Brooks conceded. You are very possibly right."
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CHAPTER FI FTEEN
SATURDAY EVENI NG |

MESSAGES VERE pouring in to the bridge now, nessages fromthe merchant shi ps,
nmessages of di smayed unbelief asking for confirmation of the Tirpitz breakout:
fromthe Stirling, replying that the superstructure fire was now under contro
and that the engi ne-room waterti ght bul kheads were hol di ng; and one from Or of
the Sirrus, saying that his ship was making water to the capacity of the punps—
he had been in heavy collision with the sinking nerchantman—that they had taken
off forty-four survivors, that the Sirrus had already done her share and
couldn't she go hone? The signal had arrived after the Sirrus's receipt of the
bad news. Turner grinned to hinself: no inducenent on earth, he knew, could have
persuaded Or to |eave now.

The nessages kept pouring in, by visual signal or WT. There was no point in
mai ntaining radio silence to outwit eneny nonitor positions; the eneny knew
Were they were to a nile. Nor was there any need to prohibit light signalling —
not with the Stirling still burning furiously enough to illumnate the sea for a
mle around. And so the nessages kept on com ng—hAessages of fear and di smay and
anxi ety. But, for Turner, the nost disquieting nessage cane neither by |anmp nor
by radio.

Fully quarter of an hour had el apsed since the end of the attack and the
U ysses was rearing and pitching through the head seas on her new course of
350&deqg;, When the gate of the bridge crashed open and a panting, exhausted nman
stunbled on to the conpass platform Turner, back on the bridge again, peered
closely at himin the red glare fromthe Stirling, recognised himas a stoker
Hi s face was masked in sweat, the sweat already caking to ice in the intense
cold. And in spite of that cold, he was hatless, coatless, clad only in a pair
of thin dungarees. He was shivering violently, shivering from excitenent and not
because of the icy wi nd-he was oblivious to such things.

Turner seized him by the shoul der.

"What is it, nman?" he denmanded anxiously. The stoker was still too breathless
to speak. " Wiat's wrong? Quickly!"
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" The T.S., sir!" The breathing was so quick, so agonised, that the words
blurred into a gasping exhalation. " It's full of water!"



"The T.S.!" Turner was incredul ous. "Flooded! Wen did this happen?”

441" m not sure, sir." He was still gasping for breath.
awf ul explosion, sir, just about amd------

But there was a bl oody

"I know! | know!" Turner interrupted inpatiently. "Bonber carried away the
for'ard funnel, exploded in the water, port side. But that was fifteen ninutes
ago, man! Fifteen ninutes! Good God, they would have----- "

"T.S. switchboard's gone, sir." The stoker was beginning to recover, to huddle
against the wind, but frantic at the Commander's deliberation and delay, he
straightened up and grasped Turner's duffel w thout realising what he was doi ng
The note of urgency deepened still further. " Al the power's gone, sir. And the
hatch is jamed! The nen can't get out!"'

"The hatch-cover jammed!" Turner's eyes narrowed in concern. "Wat happened?"
he rapped out. "Buckl ed?"

" The counter-weight's broken off, sir. It's on top of the hatch. W can only
get it open an inch. You see, sir------

"Number One!" Turner shout ed.

44Here, sir." Carrington was standing just behind him " | heard. . . . Wy
can't you open it?"

"It'"s the T.S. hatch!" the stoker cried desperately. "A quarter of a bloody ton
if it's an ounce, sir. You know—the one bel ow the | adder outside the
wheel house. Only two nen can get at it at the sane tinme. W' ve tried.
Hurry, sir. Please.™

Just a minute." Carrrington was calm wunruffled, infuriat-ingly so.
Hartl ey? No, still fire-fighting. Evans, Macintosh —dead." He was obviously
t hi nki ng aloud. " Bell any, perhaps?"

"What is it, Nunmber One?" Turner burst out. He himself had caught up the
anxi ety, the inpatience of the stoker. "Wat are you trying------ ?"

"Hatch-cover plus pulley—,000 Ibs.," Carrington nmurrmured. "A special man for a
special job."

Petersen, sir!" The stoker had understood inmediately. "Petersen!"

"Of course!" Carrington clapped gloved hands together. 44W're on our way, Sir.
Acetylene? No tinme! Stoker—crow bars, sledges. . . . Perhaps if you would ring
t he engi ne-room sir?"
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But Turner already had the phone in his hand.

Aft on the poop-deck, the fire was under control, all but in a few odd corners
where the flames were fed by a fierce through draught. In the ness-decks,

bul kheads, |adders, ness partitions, |ockers had been twi sted and buckled into
strange shapes by the intense heat: on deck, the gasoline-fed flanes,
incinerating the two and three-quarter inch deck plating and nelting the

caul king as by sone gigantic blowtorch, had cleanly stripped all covering and



exposed the steel deck-plates, plates dull red and glowing evilly, plates that
hi ssed and spat as heavy snowfl akes drifted down to sibilant extinction.

On and bel ow decks, Hartley and his crews, freezing one nonent, reeling in the
bl ast of heat the next, toiled like men insane. Were their wasted, exhausted
bodi es found the strength God only knew. Fromthe turrets, from the Master-At-
Arns's office, from ness-decks and energency steering position, they pulled out
man after man who had been there when the Condor had crashed: pulled them out
| ooked at them swore, wept and plunged back into the aftermath of that
hol ocaust, oblivious of pain and danger, tearing aside weckage, weckage still
burning, still red-hot, with charred and broken gloves: and when the gl oves fel
of f, they used their naked hands.

As the dead were ranged in the starboard all eyway, Leading Seaman Doyl e was
waiting for them Less than half an hour previously, Doyle had been in the
for'ard galley passage, rolling in silent agony as frozen body and clothes
thawed out after the drenching of his pompom Five mnutes |ater, he had been
back on his gun, rock-like, unflinching, as he punped shell after shell over
open sights into the torpedo bonbers. And now, steady and enduring as ever, he
was on the poop. A man of iron, and a face of iron, too, that night, the bearded
| eoni ne head still and inpassive as he picked up one dead nan after the other,
wal ked to the guard-rail and dropped his burden gently over the side. How many
times he repeated that brief journey that night, Doyle never knew. he had | ost
count after the first twenty or so. He had no right to do this, of course: the
navy was very strong on decent burial, and this was not decent burial. But the
sai |l -makers were dead and no man would or could have sewn up these ghastly
charred heaps in the weighted and sheeted canvas. The dead don't care, Doyle
t hought di spassi onat el y—+et
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them | ook after thenselves. So, too, thought Carrington and Hartley, and they
made no nove to stop him

Beneath their feet, the snmoul dering ness-decks rang with hollow reverberating
clangs as N cholls and Leading Tel egraphist Brown, still weirdly garbed in their
white asbestos suits, swung heavy sl edges against the securing clips of " Y "
magazi ne hatch. In the snoke and gl oom and their desperate haste, they could
hardly see each other, nuch less the clips: as often as not they mssed their
strokes and the hamrers went spinning out of nunbed hands into the waiting
dar kness.

Time yet, N cholls thought desperately, perhaps there is tinme. The main
fl oodi ng val ve had been turned off five minutes ago: it was possible, barely
possible, that the two trapped nmen inside were clinging to the |adder, above
wat er | evel

One clip, one clip only was hol ding the hatch-cover now Wth alternate strokes
of their sledges, they struck it with vicious strength. Suddenly, unexpectedly,
it sheared off at fts base and the hatch-cover crashed open under the expl osive
up-surge of the conpressed air beneath. Brown screamed in agony, a single
coughi ng shout of pain, as the bone-crashi ng nonentum of the sw nging hatch
crashed into his right hip, then fell to the deck where he lay npaning quietly.

Ni cholls did not even spare 'hima glance He leant far through the hatch, the
power ful beam of his torch stabbing downwards into the gloom And he could see
not hi ng, nothing at all—-not what he wanted to see. Al he saw was the water



dark and viscous and evil, water rising and falling, water flooding and ebbing
in the eerie oilbound silence as the Uysses plunged and lifted in the heavy
seas.

" Below 1" N cholls called loudly. The voice, a voice, he noted inpersonally,
cracked and shaken with strain, booned and echoed terrifyingly down the iron
tunnel. " Below" he shouted again. " |Is there anybody there?" He strained his
ears for the |least sound, for the faintest whisper of an answer, but none cane.

"McQuater!" He shouted a third time. "WIIianson! Can you hear ne?" Again he
| ooked, again he listened, but there was only the darkness and the nuffled
whi sper of "the oil-slicked water sw shing smoothly from side to side. He stared
again down the light fromthe torch, marvelled that any surface could so quickly
di ssipate and engulf the brilliance of that beam And beneath that surface.

He
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shivered. The water—even the water seenmed to be dead, old and' evil and
infinitely horrible. In sudden anger, he shook his head to clear it of these
stupid, primtive fears: his inagination—he' d have to watch it. He stepped back
strai ghtened up. Gently, carefully, he closed the sw nging hatch. The ness-deck
echoed as his sledge swng down on the clips, again and again and again.

Engi neer - Commander Dodson stirred and nopaned. He struggled to open his eyes but
his eyelids refused to function. At least, he thought that they did for the
bl ackness around remained as it was, absolute, inpenetrable, alnobst palpable

He wondered dully what had happened, how | ong he had been there, what had
happened. And the side of his head—just below the ear—that hurt abom nably.
Slomy, with clunmsy deliberation, he peeled oflf his glove, reached up an
exploratory hand. It came away wet and sticky: his hair, he realised with mld
surprise, was thickly matted with blood. It rmust be bl ood—he could feel it
trickling slowy, heavily down the side of his cheek.

And that deep, powerful vibration, a vibration overlain with an indefinable
note of strain that set his engineer's teeth on edge—he could hear it, al nost
feel it, inmmediately in front of him H's bare hand reached out, recoiled in
instant reflex as it touched something snooth and revol vi ng—and burni ng hot.

The shaft tunnel! O course. That's where he was—the shaft tunnel. They'd

di scovered fractured |ubricating pipes on the port shafts too, and he'd decided
to keep this engine turning. He knew they'd been attacked. Down here in the

hi dden bowel s of the ship, sound did not penetrate: he had heard nothing of the
aircraft engines: he hadn't even heard their own guns firing—but there had been
no mstaking the jarring shock of the 5.25s surging back on their hydraulic
recoils. And then—a torpedo perhaps, or a near mss by a bonb. Thank God he'd
been sitting facing inboard when the U ysses had |urched. The other way round
and it would have been curtains for sure when he'd been flung across the shaft
coupling and wrapped round

The shaft! Dear God, the shaft 1 It was running al nost red-hot on dry bearings!
Frantically, he pawed around, picked up his energency |lanp and twisted its base
There was no light. He twisted it again with all his strength, reached up, felt
t he jagged edges of broken screen and bul b,
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and flung the useless lanp to the deck. He dragged out his pocket torch: that,
too, was smashed. Desperate now, he searched blindly around for his oil can: it
was lying on its side, the patent spring top beside it. The can was enpty.

No oil, none. Heaven only knew how near that over-stressed netal was to the
critical limt. He didn't. He admtted that: even to the best engineers, netal
fatigue was an incal cul able unknown. But, like all nmen who had spent a lifetine

wi th machi nes, he had devel oped a sixth sense for these things—and, right now,
that sixth sense was jabbing at him nercilessly, insistently. G1l-he would have

to get oil. But he knew he was in bad shape, dizzy, weak from shock and | oss of
bl ood, and the tunnel was long and slippery and dangerous—and unlighted. One
slip, one stunble against or over that nerciless shaft. . . . Gngerly, the

Engi neer - Conmander stretched out his hand again, rested his hand for an instant
on the shaft, drew back sharply in sudden pain. He lifted his hand to his cheek,
knew that it was not friction that had flayed and burnt the skin off the tips of
his fingers. There was no choice. Resolutely, he gathered his |egs under him
swayed dizzily to his feet, his back bent against the arching convexity of the

t unnel

It was then that he noticed it for the first tune—a light, a swinging tiny
pi npoint of light, inponderably distant in the converging sides of that dark
tunnel, although he knew it could be only yards away. He blinked, closed his
eyes and | ooked again. The light was still there, advancing steadily, and he
could hear the shuffling of feet now. Al at once he felt weak, |ight-headed
gratefully he sank down again, his feet safely braced once nore agai nst the
beari ng bl ock.

The man with the light stopped a couple of feet away, hooked the lanp on to an
i nspection bracket, |lowered hinself carefully and sat beside Dodson. The rays of
the lanp fell full on the dark heavy face, the jagged brows and prognat hous jaw
Dodson stiffened in sudden surprise.

"Riley! Stoker Riley!"™ H's eyes narrowed in suspicion and conjecture. " Wat
the devil are you doi ng here?"

" I've brought a two-gallon drum of lubricating oil," Riley grow ed. He thrust
a Thernmps flask into the Engi neer-Conmander's hands. " And here's sonme coffee.
"Il "tend to this—you drink that. . . . Suffering Christ! This bl oody

bearing's red-hot!"
Dodson set down the Thernps with a thunp.
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"Are you deaf?" he asked harshly. "Wy are you here? Wo sent you? Your
station's in ' B ' boiler-room"”

" Gierson sent me," Riley said roughly. His dark face was inpassive. " Said he
couldn't spare his engine-room nen —too bl oody valuable. . . . Too nuch?" The
oil, thick, viscous, was pouring slowy on to the overheated bearing

"Li eutenant Gierson!" Dodson was al nobst vicious, his voice a whip-lash of icy
correction. "And that's a dammed lie, Riley! Lieutenant Gierson never sent you
| suppose you told himthat sonebody el se had sent you?"



Drink your coffee, You're wanted in the engine-

room"

Ri | ey advised sourly.

The Engi neer- Commander clenched his fist, restrained hinmself with difficulty.

" You dammed insol ent bastard!" he burst out. Abruptly, control came back and
he said evenly: "Commander's Defaulters in the norning. You'll pay for this,
Riley!"

" No, | won't." Confound him Dodson thought furiously, he's actually grinning
t he insol ent

He checked his thought.

44\Why not ?" he denmanded dangerously.

44Because you won't report ne." Riley seermed to be enjoying hinself hugely.

" Ch, so that's it!" Dodson glanced swiftly round the darkened tunnel, and his
lips tightened as he realised for the first time how conpletely al one they were:

in sudden certainty he |ooked back at Riley, big and hunched and nenaci ng
Smiling yet, but no smile, Dodson thought, could ever transform that ugly bruta

face. The snile on the face of the tiger. . . . Fear, exhaustion, never-ending
strain—they did terrible things to a man and you couldn't blame him for what he
had becorme, or for what he was born. . . . But his, Dodson's, first

responsibility was to hinself. Ginly, he renenbered how Turner had berated him
called himall sorts of a fool for refusing to have Riley sent to prison.

"So that's it, eh?" he repeated softly. He turned hinmself, feet thrusting
solidly against the block. " Don't be so sure, Riley. | can give you twenty-five
years, but------ "

"Ch, for Christ's sake!" Riley burst out inpatiently. 44Wat are you tal king
about, sir? Drink your coffee—please, You' re wanted in the engi ne-room | tel
you!" he repeated inpatiently.

Uncertainly, Dodson relaxed, unscrewed the cap of the
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Thernos. He had a sudden, peculiar feeling of unreality, as if he were a
spectator, sonme bystander in no way involved in this scene, this fantastic

scene. H s head, he realised, still hurt |ike hell

" Tell me, Riley," he asked softly, " what nakes you so sure | won't report
you?"

" Ch, you can report nme all right." R ley was suddenly cheerful again. " But I

won't be at the Commander's table to-norrow norning.”
" No?" It was hal f-challenge, half-question.
" No," Riley grinned. ** '"Cos there'll be no Commander and no table to-norrow

norning." He clasped his hands |uxuriously behind his head. " In fact, there'l
be no nothin'."



Sonething in the voice, rather than in the words, caught and hel d Dodson's
attention. He knew, with instant conviction, that though Riley mght be smling,
he wasn't joking. Dodson |ooked at him curiously, but said nothing

" Commander's just finished broadcastin',” Riley continued. " The Tirpitz is

out —we have four hours left."

The bald, flat statenent, the conplete lack of histrionics, of playing for
effect, left no possible room for doubt. The Tirpitz—eut. The Tirpitz—eut.
Dodson repeated the phrase to hinself, over and over again. Four hours, just
four hours to go.... He was surprised at his own reaction, his apparent |ack of
concern.

"Well?" Riley was anxious now, restive. "Are you goin' or aren't you? |'m not
kiddin', sir—you' re wanted—urgent!"”

You're a liar," Dodson said pleasantly. " Wiy did you bring the coffee?"

" For nyself." The snmile was gone, the face set and sullen. " But | thought you
needed it—you don't look so good to me. . . . They'|ll fix you up back in the

engi ne-room "
" And that's just where you're going, right now" Dodson said evenly

Ri |l ey gave no sign that he had heard

On your way, Riley," Dodson said curtly. That's an order!"’
R off!" Riley growed. "I'mstayin'. You don't
require to have three------ great gold stripes on your sleeve

to handle a bloody oil can," he finished derisively.

" Possibly not." Dodson braced agai nst a sudden, violent pitch, but too late to
prevent hinself lurching into Riley. " Sorry, Riley. Wather's worsening, |'m
afraid. Well, we—ah—appear to have reached an inpasse."
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"What's that?" Riley asked suspiciously.

" A dead-end. A no-decision fight. . . . Tell nme, Riley," he asked quietly.

What brought you here?"

"1 told you!" Riley was aggrieved. " G&ierson—tieutenant Gierson sent nme.
" What brought you here?" Dodson persisted. It was as if Riley had not spoken
" That's ny ------ busi ness!" Ri|l ey answered savagely.

"' What brought you here?"

"Ch, for Christ's sake leave ne alone!" Riley shouted. His voice echoed |oudly

along the dark tunnel. Suddenly he turned round full-face, his nouth tw sted
bitterly. " You know bl oody well why | cane.”



"To do me in, perhaps?"

Riley | ooked at hima long second, then turned away. Hi s shoul ders were
hunched, his head held | ow.

" You're the only bastard in this ship that ever gave me a break," he nuttered
** The only bastard |'ve ever known who ever gave nme a chance," he anended

slowy. " Bastard," Dodson supposed, was Riley's accolade of friendship, and he
felt suddenly ashaned of his last remark. " If it wasn't for you," Riley went on
softly, " 1'd "a'" been in cells the first time, in a civvy jail the second

Rermenber, sir?"
Dodson nodded. " You were rather foolish, Rley," he admtted

"Way did you do it?" The big stoker was intense, worried. " God, everyone knows
VWhat I'mlike------ "

" Do they? | wonder. ... | thought you had the makings of a better man than
you------ "

" Don't give nme that bull!" Riley scoffed. " / know what

I"'mlike. I knowwhat | am |I'mno------ good! Everybody

says I'mno------ good! And they're right. . . ." He |eaned

forward. " Do you know sonethin'? |I'ma Catholic. Four hours fromnow . . ." He
broke off. " | should be on ny knees, shouldn't 1?" he sneered. "Repentance,
[ ookin' for—what do they call it?"

" Absol ution?"

" Aye. That's it. Absolution. And do you know what?" He spoke slowy,
enphatically. " | don't give a single, solitary dam!"

Maybe you don't have to," Dodson rmurnured
t hat engi ne-room "

For the last tine, get back to

"No! "
The Engi neer - Conmander si ghed, picked up the Thernos.
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In that case, perhaps you would care to join ne in a cup of coffee?"

Ril ey |ooked up, grinned, and when he spoke it was in a very creditable
mtation of Colonel Chinstrap of the fanobus | TMA radi o programe.

" Ectually, | don't mind if | do!"

Vallery rolled over on his side, his |egs doubled up, his hand automatically
reaching for the towel. H's emaciated body shook violently, and the sound of the
harsh, retching cough beat back at himfromthe iron walls of his shelter. God,
he thought, oh, God, it's never been as bad as this before. Funny, he thought,
it doesn't hurt any nore, not even a little bit. The attack eased. He |ooked at



the crinmson, sodden towel, flung it in sudden disgust and with what little
feeble strength was left himinto the darkest corner of the " shelter.

"You carry this damed ship on your back!" Unbidden, old Socrates's phrase cane
into his mind and he smled faintly. Well, if ever they needed him it was now.
And if he waited any |onger, he knew he could never be able to go.

He sat up, sweating with the effort, swung his legs carefully over the side. As
his feet touched the deck, the U ysses pitched suddenly, steeply, and he fel
forward against a chair, sliding helplessly to the floor. It took an eternity of
tinme, an infinite effort to drag hinmself to his feet again: another effort Iike
that, he knew, would surely kill him

And then there was the door—that heavy, steel door. Sonehow he had to open it,
and he knew he couldn't. But he laid hold of the handle and the door opened, and
suddenly, mracul ously, he was outside, gasping as the cruel, sub-zero w nd
seared down through his throat and wasted | ungs.

He | ooked fore and aft. The fires were dying, he saw, the fires on the Stirling
and on his own poop-deck. Thank God for that at |least. Beside him two nen had
just finished levering the door off the Asdic cabinet, were flashing a torch
i nside. But he couldn't bear to |ook: he averted his head, staggered with
outstretched hands for the gate of the conpass platform

Turner saw him comng, hurried to neet him helped himslowy to his chair.

You've no right to be here," he said quietly. He |ooked at Vallery for a long
nonent. " How are you feeling, sir?"
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" 1'"ma good deal better, now, thanks," Vallery replied. He sniled and went on:
W Rear-Admirals have our responsibilities, you know, Commander: it's tinme |
began to earn ny princely salary."

"Stand back, there!" Carrington ordered curtly. "Into the wheel house or up on
the ladder—all of you. Let's have a look at this."

He | ooked down at the great, steel hatch-cover. Looking at it, he realised he'd
never before appreciated just how solid, how massive that cover was. The hatch-
cover, open no nore than an inch, was resting on a tommy-bar. He noticed the
br oken, stranded pulley, the heavy counterweight |ying against the sill of the
wheel house. So that's off, he thought: thank the Lord for that, anyway.

Have you tried a block and tackle?" he asked abruptly.

Yes, sir," the man nearest himreplied. He pointed to a tangled heap in a
corner. " No use, sir. The |adder takes the strain all right, but we can't get
the hook under the hatch, except sideways—and then it slips off all the tine."
He gestured to the hatch. " And every clip's either bent—they were opened by
sl edges—or at the wong angle. ... | think I know how to use a block and tackle
sir."

" I'"msure you do," Carrington said absently. " Here, give ne a hand, will
you?"



He hooked his fingers under the hatch, took a deep breath. The seaman at one
side of the cover—the other side was hard agai nst the after bul khead—did the
sane. Together they strained, thighs and backs quivering under the strain
Carrington felt his face turning crinmson with effort, heard the bl ood pounding
in his ears, and relaxed. They were only killing thenselves and that dammed
cover hadn't shifted a fracti on—soneone had done remarkably well to open it even
that far. But even though they were tired and anything but fit, Carrington
t hought, two nen should have been able to raise an edge of that hatch. He
suspected that the hinges were janmmed—er the deck buckled. |If that were so, he
mused, even if they could hook on a tackle, it would be of little help. A tackle
was of no use when a sudden, immediate application of force was required; it
al ways yielded that fraction before tightening up

He sank to his knees, put his nouth to the edge of the hatch.
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"Bel ow there!" he called. "Can you hear ne?"
" We can hear you." The voice was weak, nuffled. " For God's sake get us out of
here. We're trapped like rats!™ . "Is that you, Brierley? Don't worry—we'||l get
you out. How s the water down there?"

"Water? More bloody oil than water! There nust be a fracture right through the
port oil tank. | think the ring main passage nust be flooded, too."

"How deep is it?"

"Three-quarters way up already! We're standing on generators, hanging on to
swi t chboards. One of our boys is gone already—we couldn't hold him" Even
muf fl ed by the hatch, the strain, the near-desperation in the voice was all too
obvious. " For pity's sake, hurry up!"

"1 said we'd get you out!" Carrington's voice was sharp, authoritative. The
confidence was in his voice only, but he knew how quickly panic could spread
down there. " Can you push from bel ow at all ?"

"There's room for only one on the ladder," Brierley shouted. " It's inpossible
to get any pressure, any |everage upwards." There was a sudden silence, then a
series of muffled oaths.

"What's up?" Carrington called sharply.

" It's difficult to hang on," Brierley shouted. " There are waves two feet high
down there. One of the nmen was washed off there. ... | think he's back again.
It's pitch dark down here."

Carrington heard the clatter of heavy footsteps above him and straightened up.
It was Petersen. In that narrow space, the blond Norwegi an stoker | ooked
gigantic. Carrington |ooked at him | ooked at the i mense span of shoul der, the
great depth of chest, one enornpbus hand hanging |oosely by his side, the other
negligently holding three heavy crowbars and a sledge as if they were so nany
| engths of cane. Carrington |ooked at him |ooked at the still, grave eyes so
startlingly blue under the flaxen hair, and all at once he felt oddly confident,
reassured

" We can't open this, Petersen,” Carrington said baldly. "Can you?"



"1 will try, sir.” He laid down his tools, stooped, caught the end of the
t omry- bar projecting beneath the corner of the cover. He straightened quickly,
easily: the hatch lifted a fraction, then the bar, putty-like in its apparent
mal |l eability, bent over alnpbst to a right angle.
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“ | think the hatch is jamed." Petersen wasn't even breathing heavily. " It
will be the hinges, sir."

He wal ked round the hatch, peered closely at the hinges, then grunted in
satisfaction. Three tines the heavy sledge, swng with accuracy and all the
power of these great shoul ders behind them snmashed squarely into the face of
the outer hinge. On the third stroke the sledge snapped. Petersen threw away the
broken shaft in disgust, picked up another, nuch heavier crowbar.

Agai n the bar bent, but again the hatch-cover lifted—an inch this tine.
Pet ersen picked up the two snaller sledges that had been used to open clips,
hamered at the hinges till these sledges, too, were broken and usel ess

This time he used the last two crowbars together, thrust under the sanme corner
of the hatch. For five, ten seconds he remained bent over them notionless. He
was breat hing deeply, quickly, now, then suddenly the breathing stopped. The
sweat began to pour off his face, his whole body to quiver under the titanic
strain: then slowy, incredibly, both crowbars began to bend.

Carrington watched, fascinated. He had never seen anything renotely like this
before: he was sure no one else had either. Neither of these bars, he would have
sworn, would have bent under less than half a ton of pressure. It was fantastic,
but it was happening: and as the giant straightened, they were bending nore and
nore. Then suddenly, so unexpectedly that everyone junped, the hatch sprang open
five or six inches and Petersen crashed backwards agai nst the bul khead, the bars
falling from his hand and splashing into the water bel ow

Petersen flung hinself back at the hatch, tigerish in his ferocity. His fingers
hooked under the edge, the great nuscles of his arns and shoulders lifted and
| ocked as he tugged and pulled at that nassive hatch-cover. Three tinmes he
heaved, four times, then on the fifth the hatch alnost literally leapt up with a
screech of tortured metal and smashed shudderingly hone into the retaining |atch
of the vertical stand behind. The hatch was open. Petersen just stood there
sm | ing—o one had seen Petersen smile for a long tine—-his face bathed in sweat,
his great chest rising and falling rapidly as his starved |lungs sucked in great
draughts of air.

The water level in the Low Power Roomwas within two feet of the hatch
someti mes, when the U ysses plunged into
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a heavy sea, the dark, oily liquid splashed over the hatch coanming into the
flat above. Quickly, the trapped nmen were hauled to safety. Soaked in oil from
head to foot, their eyes gumed and blinded, they were nen overconme by reaction
utterly spent and on the verge of collapse, so far gone that even their fear
could not overconme their exhaustion. Three, in particular, could do no nore than
cling helplessly to the | adder, would al nost certainly have slipped back into



the surging blackness below, but Petersen bent over and plucked them cl ean out
of the Low Power Room as if they had been little children

"Take these nmen to the Sick Bay at once!" Carrington ordered. He watched the
dri ppi ng, shivering men being helped up the ladder, then turned to the giant
stoker with a smle. "W'll all thank you later, Petersen. W' re not finished
yet. This hatch nust be closed and battened down."

It will be difficult, sir," Petersen said gravely.
" Difficult or not, it nust be done." Carrington was enphatic. Regularly, now,
the water was spilling over the coanmng, was |lapping the sill of the wheel house
"The enmergency steering position is gone: if the wheel house is flooded, we're
finished."

Petersen said nothing. He lifted the retaining latch, pulled the protesting
hat ch-cover down a foot. Then he braced his shoul der against the latter, planted
his feet on the cover and straightened his back convul sively: the cover
screeched down to 45&deg;. He paused, bent his back like a bow, his hands taking
his weight on the |adder, then pounded his feet again and again on the edge of
the cover. Fifteen inches to go.

We need heavy hammers, sir," Petersen said urgently

" No tinme!" Carrington shook his head quickly. " Two nore mnutes and it'll be
i mpossi ble to shut the hatch-cover against the water pressure. Hell!" he said
bitterly. "If it were only the other way round—l osing from bel ow. Even | could

|l ever it shut!"

Again Petersen said nothing. He squatted down by the side of the hatch, gazed
into the darkness beneath his feet.

" | have an idea, sir," he said quickly. If two of you would stand on the
hat ch, push against the | adder. Yes, sir, that way—but you could push harder if
you turned your back to ne."

Carrington laid the heels of his hands against the iron steps of the |adder
heaved with all his strength. Suddenly he heard a splash, then a netallic
clatter, whirled round just in

250

time to see a crowbar clutched in an enornous hand di sappear bel ow the edge of
the hatch. There was no sign of Petersen. Like many big, powerful nen, he was
lithe and cat-like in his novenents: he'd gone down over the edge of that hatch
wi t hout a sound.

"Petersen!" Carrington was on his knees by the hatch. 44what the devil do you
think you' re doing? Cone out of there, you bloody fooll Do you want to drown?"

There was no reply. Conplete silence below, a silence deepened by the gentle
sussuration of the water. Suddenly the quiet was broken by the sound of neta
striking against netal, then by a jarring screech as the hatch dropped six
i nches. Before Carrington had tine to think, the hatch-cover dropped farther
still. Desperately, the First Lieutenant seized a crowbar, thrust it under the
hat ch-cover: a split second later the great steel cover thudded down on top of
it. Carrington had his nmouth to the gap now.



441 n the name of God, Petersen,” he shouted, " Are you sane? Qpen up, open up
at once, do you hear?"

441 can't." The voice canme and went as the water surged over the stoker's head

"1 won't. You said yourself ... there is notine . . . this was the only way."
44But | never meant------ "

441 know. It does not matter ... it is better this way." It was al nost

i npossi ble to make out what he was saying. "Tell Captain Vallery that Petersen
says he is very sorry. ... | tried to tell the Captain yesterday."

44Sorry | Sorry for what?" Madly Carrington flung all his strength against the
iron bar: the hatch-cover did not even quiver.

44The dead marine in Scapa Flow. ... | did not nean to kill him | could never
kill any man. . . . But he angered ne," the big Norwegian said sinmply. " He
killed ny friend."

For a second, Carrington stopped straining at the bar. Petersen! O course—who
but Petersen could have snapped a man's neck |ike that. Petersen, the big,
I aughi ng Scandi navi an, who had so suddenly changed overnight into a grave
unsm ling giant, who stal ked the deck, the ness-decks and all eyways by day and
by night, who was never seen to snile or sleep. Wth a sudden flash of insight,
Carrington saw clear through into the tortured mnd of that kind and sinple nan.

44L1i sten, Petersen," he begged. " | don't give a damm about
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that. Nobody shall ever know, | pronise you. Please

Petersen, just------

"It is better this way." The nuffled voice was strangely content. " It is
not good to kill a man ... it is not good to go on living. ... | know . . .
Please, it is inportant—you will tell ny Captain—Petersen is sorry and fille
with shame. ... | do this for ny Captain.” Wthout warning, the crowbar was

pl ucked from Carrington's hand. The cover clanged down in position. For a mnute
t he wheel house flat rang to a succession of nuffled, netallic blows. Suddenly
the clanobur ceased and there was only the rippling surge of the water outside

t he wheel house and the creak of the wheel inside as the U ysses steadied on
course.

The clear sweet voice soared higTi and true above the subdued roar of the

engi ne-room fans, above the whine of a hundred electric notors and the sound of
the rushing of the waters. Not even the metallic inpersonality of the

| oudspeakers could detract from the beauty of that singing voice. ... It was a
favourite device of Vallery's when the need for silence was not paranount, to
pass the long, dark hours by coupling up the record-player to the broadcast
system

Al nost invariably, the nusical repertoire was strictly classical—er what is
nore often referred to, foolishly and disparagingly, as the popular classics.
Bach, Beethoven, Tchai-kovski, Lehar, Verdi, Delius—these were the favourites. "
No. I in B flat mnor," " Air on a Gstring," " Monlight on the Al ster," "



Claire de Lune," " The Skater's Waltz "—the crew of the U ysses could never have
enough of these. " Ridiculous,"” i npossible "—t is all too easy to imagine the
coments of those who equate the matelot's taste in nusic with the popul ar
conception of his ethics and norals; but those sane people have never heard the
hushed, cathedral silence in the crowded hangar of a great aircraft carrier in
Scapa Flow as Yehudi Menuhin's nmagic bow sang across the strings of the violin,
swept a thousand nen away from the harsh urgencies of reality, fromthe bitter
menories of the last patrol or convoy, into the golden |land of nusic.

But now a girl was singing. It was Deanna Durbin, and she was singing Beneat h
the Lights of Hone," that nost heartbreakingly nostalgic of all songs. Bel ow
decks and above, bent over the great engines or huddled by their guns, nen
listened to the lovely voice as it drifted through the darkened ship and the
falling snow, and turned their mnds

252

i nwards and thought of hone, thought of the bitter contrast and the norning
that woul d not come. Suddenly, half-way through, the song stopped.

"Do you hear there?" the 'speakers boonmed. "Do you hear there? This—this is the
Commander speaking." The voice was deep and grave and hesitant: it caught and
held the attention of every man in the ship.

" | have bad news for you." Turner spoke slowy, quietly. " | am sorry—+ "
He broke off, then went on nore slowy still. " Captain Vallery died five
m nutes ago." For a nonent the 'speaker was silent, then crackled again. " He
died on the bridge, in his chair. He knew he was dying and | don't think he
suffered at all. ... He insisted—he insisted that | thank you for the way you
all stood by him * Tell them —+these were his words, as far as | renmenber— tel
them' he said,' that | couldn't have carried on without them that they are the
best crew that God ever gave a Captain.' Then he said—+t was the last thing he
said: ' Gve them ny apologies. After all they've done for ne—well, well, tel

theml'mterribly sorry to let themdown like this.' That was all he sai d—ust
Tell themI'msorry.' And then he died."

CHAPTER SI XTEEN
SATURDAY NI GHT

Rl CHARD VALLERY was dead. He died grieving, stricken at the thought that he was
abandoni ng the crew of the U ysses, |eaving them behind, |eaderless. But it was
only for a short tinme, and he did not have to wait |ong. Before the dawn,
hundreds nore, nmen in the cruisers, the destroyers and the merchantnen, had died
also. And they did not die as he had feared under the guns of the Tirpitz—
another grimparallel with PQL7, for the Tirpitz had not left Alta Fjord. They
died, primarily, because the weat her had changed.

Richard Vallery was dead, and with his death a great change had cone over the
men of the U ysses. Wen Vallery died, other things died also, for he took these
things with him He took with himthe courage, the kindliness, the gentleness,
the unshakable faith, the infinitely patient and understandi ng endurance, al
t hese things which had been so peculiarly his own. And now these things were
gone and the
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Uysses was left without themand it did not matter. The men of the U ysses no
| onger needed courage and all the adjuncts of courage, for they were no |onger
afraid. Vallery was dead and they did not know how nuch they respected and | oved
that gentle man until he was gone. But then they knew. They knew that sonething
wonder ful, sonmething that had becone an enduring part of their mnds and
nmenories, something infinitely fine and good, was gone and they would never know
it again, and they were mad with grief. And, in war, a grief-stricken man is the
nost terrible eneny there & Prudence, caution, fear, pain—for the grief-
stricken man these no longer exist. He lives only to lash out blindly at the
eneny, to destroy, if he can, the author of his grief. R ghtly or wongly, the
U ysses never thought to blame the Captain's death on any but the eneny. There
Was only, for them the sorrow and the blind hate. Zonbies, N cholls had called
them once, and the U ysses was nore than ever a ship manned by living zonbies,
zonbies who prowl ed restlessly, incessantly, across the snow and ice of the
heavi ng decks, automatons living only for revenge.

The weat her changed just before the end of the middle watch. The seas did not
change—FR77 was still butting into the heavy, rolling swell fromthe north
still piling up fresh sheets of glistening ice on their |abouring fo'c'sles. But
the wind dropped, and alnbst at once the snowstorm blew itself out, the |ast
banks of dark, heavy cloud drifting away to the south. By four o'clock the sky
was conpletely clear.

There was no noon that night, but the stars were out, keen and sharp and frosty
as the icy breeze that blew steadily out of the north.

Then, gradually, the sky began to change. At first there was only a barely
perceptible lightening on the northern rimthen, slowy, a pulsating flickering
band of |ight began to broaden and deepen and clinb steadily above the horizon
clinmbing higher to the south with the passing of every minute. Soon that
pul sating ribbon of light was paralleled by others, streaners in the nost
del i cate pastel shades of blue and green and violet, but always and
predom nantly white. And always, too, these lanes of multi-coloured |ight grew
hi gher and stronger and brighter: at the clinmax, a great band of white stretched
hi gh above the convoy, extending from horizon to horizon. . . . These were the
Northern Lights, at any tinme a spectacle of beauty and wonder, and this night
surpassing |lovely: down below, in ships clearly
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illum ned against the dark and rolling seas, the nen of FR77 |ooked up and
hated them

On the bridge of the U ysses, Chrysler—chrysler of the uncanny eyesi ght and
super-sensitive hearing, was the first to hear it. Soon everyone else heard it
too, the distant roar, throbbing and internmittent, of a Condor approaching from
the south. After a tine they becanme aware that the Condor was no | onger
approachi ng, but sudden hope died alnbpst as it was born. There was no m staking
it now—the deeper, heavier note of a Focke-Wilf in maxi mum clinb. The Comrander
turned wearily to Carrington.
" It's Charlie, all right," he said grimy. " The bastard's spotted us. He'l
al ready have radioed Alta Fjord and a hundred to one in anything you |ike that
he's going to drop a marker flare at 10,000 feet or so. It'Il be seen fifty
mles away."



" Your noney's sake." The First Lieutenant was withering. " | never bet against
dead certs. . . . And then, by and by, maybe a few flares at a couple of
t housand?"

"Exactly!" Turner nodded. "Pilot, how far do you reckon we're from Alta Fjord—
in flying tinme, | nean?"

44For a 200-knot plane, just over an hour," the Kapok Kid said quietly. Hs
ebul i ence was gone: he had been silent and dejected since Vallery had died two
hours previously.

" An hour!" Carrington exclainmed. " And they'll be here. My God, sir," he went
on wonderingly, " they're really out to get us. W' ve never been bonbed nor
torpedoed at night before. W've never had the Tirpitz after us before. W

44The Tirpitz," Turner interrupted. 44Just where the hell is that ship? She's
had tine to come up with us. Ch, | know it's dark and we've changed course," he
added, as Carrington nmade to object, " but a fast destroyer screen would have
pi cked us—Preston!" He broke off, spoke sharply to the Signal Petty Oficer. "
Look alive, man! That ship's flashing us."

44Sorry, sir." The signal man, swaying on his feet with exhaustion, raised his
Al dis, clacked out an acknow edgnent. Again the light on the nerchantnman began
to wink furiously.

444Transverse fracture engine bedplate,'" Preston read out. 444Danage seri ous:

shall have to noderate speed.' "
44Acknow edge, " said Turner curtly. "Wat ship is that, Preston?”
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" The Chio Freighter, sir."

" The one that stopped a tin fish a couple of days back?"

" That's her, sir.

" Make a signal. * Essential nmintain speed and position. Tur ner swore.
VWhat a time to choose for an engine breakdown. . . . Pilot, when do we
rendezvous with the Fleet?"

Six hours' tine, sir: exactly."

Si x hours.'
bitterly.

Turner conpressed his |ips. Just six hours —perhaps!" he added

" Perhaps?" Carrington nurnured.
"Perhaps," Turned affirnmed. "Depends entirely on the weather. C -in-C won't
risk capital ships so near the coast unless he can fly off fighter cover against
air attack. And, if you ask nme, that's why the Tirpitz hasn't turned up yet—
some wandering U-boat's tipped himoff that our Fleet Carriers are steaning
south. He'll be waiting on the weather. .. . Wat's he saying now, Preston?" The
Ohio's signal |lanp had flashed briefly, then died.



| nperative slow down,

Preston repeat ed. Damage severe. Am sl ow ng

down.

"He is, too," Carrington said quietly. He |ooked up at Turner, at the set face
and dark eyes, and knew the sanme thought was in the Commander's mind as was in
his own. " He's a goner, sir, a dead duck. He hasn't a chance. Not unless------

" Unl ess what?" Turner asked harshly. " Unless we |eave him an escort? Leave
what escort, Nunber One? The Viking—the only effective unit we've left?" He
shook his head in slow decision. " The greatest good of the greatest numnber
that's how it has to be. They'll know that. Preston, send ' Regret cannot |eave
you standby. How long to effect repairs? "

The flare burst even before Preston's hand could close on the trigger. It burst
directly over FR77. It was difficult to estimate the hei ght—probably six to
ei ght thousand feet—but at that altitude it was no nore than an incandescent
pi npoi nt against the great band of the Northern Lights arching najestically
above. But it was falling quickly, glowing nore brightly by the sound: the
parachute, if any, could have been only a steadying drogue.

The crackling of the WT. 'speaker broke through the stuttering chatter of the
Al dis.

"WT. —bridge. WT.—bridge. Message from Sirrus: 'Three survivors dead. Many
dyi ng or seriously wounded.
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Medi cal assi stance urgent, repeat urgent.'
started flickering her reply.

The 'speaker died, just as the Ohio

"Send for Lieutenant Nicholls," Turner ordered briefly.
the bridge at once."

Ask himto conme up to

Carrington stared down at the dark broad seas, seas flecked with mlky foam
the bows of the U ysses were crashing down heavily, continuously.

You're going to risk it, sir?"
" 1 must. You'd do the same, Nunmber One.... What does the Ohio say, Preston?”

" * | understand. Too busy to |ook after the Royal Navy anyway. W will nmake up
on you. Au revoir!"'

44\ will make up on you. Au revoir." Turner repeated softly. "He lies in his
teeth, and he knows it. By God!" he burst out. "If anyone ever tells me the
Yankee sailors have no guts—'Il push his perishing face in. Preston, send: 4Au
revoir. Good luck.' . . . Nunmber One, | feel like a nurderer." He rubbed his
hand across his forehead, nodded towards the shelter where Vallery lay stretched
out, and strapped to his settee. " Month in, nonth out, he's been taking these
decisions. It's no wonder " He broke off as the gate creaked open.

" Is that you, Nicholls? There is work for you, ny boy. Can't have you nedi cal
types idling around uselessly all day long." He raised his hand. " Al right,
all right,"” he chuckled. " | know.... How are things on the surgical front?" he
went on seriously.



" We've done all we can, sir. There was very little left for us to do,"
Ni cholls said quietly. H's face was deeply lined, haggard to the point of
emaciation. " But we're in a bad way for supplies. Hardly a single dressing
left. And no anaesthetics at all—except what's left in the energency kit. The
Sur geon- Cormander refuses to touch those."

" Good, good," Turner nurrmured. " How do you feel, |addie?"
" Awful Lt
" You look it,"” Turner said candidly. " Nicholls—+'mterribly sorry, boy—+ want

you to go over to the Sirrus."

Yes, sir." There was no surprise in the voice: it hadn't been difficult to
guess why the Conmander had sent for him " Now?"

Turner nodded without speaking. His face, the |lean strong features, the heavy
brows and sunken eyes were quite visible
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now in the strengthening light of the plunging flare. A face to renenber,
Ni chol I's thought.

"How nmuch kit can | take with me, sir?"

Just your nedical gear. No nore. You're not travelling by Pullnman, |addie!"
"Can | take ny canera, ny filnms?"

" Al right.” Turner smiled briefly. " Looking forward keenly to photographing
the | ast seconds of the U ysses, | suppose. . . . Don't forget that the Sirrus
is leaking |ike a sieve. Pilot—get through to the WT. Tell the Sirrus to cone
al ongsi de, prepare to receive nedical officer by breeches buoy."

The gate creaked again. Turner |ooked at the bulky figure stunbling wearily on
to the conpass platform Brooks, like every man in the crew was dead on his
feet; but the blue eyes burned as brightly as ever.

" My spies are everywhere," he announced. " Wat's this about the Sirrus
shanghai i ng young Johnny here?"

" Sorry, old man," Turner apologised. " It seens things are pretty bad on the
Sirrus."
" 1 see." Brooks shivered. It nmight have been the thin threnody of the wind in

the shattered rigging, or just the iceladen wind itself. He shivered again,
| ooked upwards at the sinking flare. Pretty, very pretty," he nurnured. "What
are the illumnnations in aid of?"

" W are expecting conpany," Turner sniled crookedly. An old world custom O
Socrates—the light in the window and what have you." He stiffened abruptly, then
rel axed, his face graven in granitic inmmobility. " My nistake," he nmurnured. "
The conpany has already arrived."

The | ast words were caught up and drowned in the runbling of a heavy expl osion.
Turner had known it was com ng—he'd seen the thin stiletto of flane stabbing



skywards just for'ard of the Ohio Freighter's bridge. The sound had taken five
or six seconds to reach themthe Chio was already over a mile distant on the
starboard quarter, but clearly visible still under the lum nance of the Northern
Li ght s—the Northern Lights that had betrayed her, alnbst stopped in the water,
to a wandering U boat.

The Chio Freighter did not remain visible for |Iong. Except for the nonment of
i npact, there was neither snoke, nor flanme, nor sound. But her back must have
been broken, her bottomtorn out—and she was carrying a full cargo of nothing
but tanks and anmmunition. There was a curious dig-
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nity about her end-she sank quickly, quietly, wthout any fuss. She was gone in
three m nutes.

It was Turner who finally broke the heavy silence on the bridge. He turned away
and in the light of the flare his face was not pleasant to see

" Au revoir," he nuttered to no one in particular. " Au revoir. That's what he
said, the lying . " He shook his head angrily, touched the Kapok Kid on the
arm " Cet through to WT.," he said sharply. " Tell the Viking to sit over the
top of that sub till we get clear."

"Where's it all going to end?" Brooks's face was still and heavy in the
twilight.

"God knows! How | hate those nurdering bastards!" Turner ground out. " Ch, |
know, | know, we do the sane—but give nme sonmething | can see, sonmething | can

fight, sonething------ "

" You'll be able to see the Tirpitz all right,’
By all accounts, she's big enough.”

Carrington interrupted dryly.

Turner |ooked at him suddenly smiled. He clapped his arm then craned his head
back, staring up at the shimering |oveliness of the sky. He wondered when the
next flare would drop.

" Have you a mnute to spare, Johnny?" The Kapok Kid's voice was low. " I'd
like to speak to you."

Sure." Nicholls |looked at himin surprise. Sure, |I've a minute, ten
m nutes—dntil the Sirrus conmes up. What's wong, Andy?"

" Just a second." The Kapok Kid crossed to the Comrander. "Permnission to go to
t he charthouse, sir?"

Sure you've got your matches?" Turner smiled. " OK Of you go."

The Kapok Kid smiled faintly, said nothing. He took Nicholls by the arm |ed
himinto the charthouse, flicked on the lights and produced his cigarettes. He
| ooked steadily at Nicholls as he dipped his cigarette into the flickering poo
of flane.

" Know sonet hing, Johnny?" he said abruptly. " | reckon | nust have Scotch
blood in ne."



"Scots," Nicholls corrected. "And perish the very thought."

" I'mfeeling—what's the word?—fey, isn't it? I'mfeeling fey to-night,
Johnny." The Kapok Kid hadn't even heard
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the interruption. He shivered. " | don't know why—'ve never felt this way
before."

"Ah, nonsense 1 Indigestion, nmy boy," Nicholls said briskly. But he felt
strangely unconfortable.

Wwn't wash this tinme," Carpenter shook his head, half-snmling. " Besides,
haven't eaten a thing for two days. I'mon the |evel, Johnny." In spite of
hinself, N cholls was inpressed. Enpbtion, gravity, earnestness—these were
utterly alien to the Kapok Kid.

" 1 won't be seeing you again,"
a favour, Johnny?"

the Kapok Kid continued softly. "WII| you do ne

" Don't be so bloody silly,”™ Nicholls said angrily. " How the hell do you------
?Il
" Take this with you." The Kapok Kid pulled out a slip of paper, thrust it into
Ni cholls's hands. " Can you read it?"
" | can read it." Nicholls had stilled his anger. " Yes, | can read it." There
was a name and address on the sheet of paper, a girl's nane and a Surrey
address. " So that's her nanme," he said softly. "Juanita . . . Juanita."” He
pronounced it carefully, accurately, in the Spanish fashion. " My favourite song
and ny favourite nane," he nurnured.

"I's it? "the Kapok Kid asked eagerly. " Is it indeed? And mine, Johnny." He
paused. " If, perhaps—well, if | don't—e well, you'll go to see her, Johnny?"
" What are you tal king about, man?" N cholls felt enbarrassed. Half-
inmpatiently, half-playfully, he tapped himon the chest. " Wiy, with that suit
on, you could swm from here to Murmansk. You've said so yourself, a hundred
times."

The Kapok Kid grinned up at him The grin was a little crooked.

"Sure, sure, | know, | knowwill you go, Johnny?"

" Dammit to hell, yes 1" Nicholls snapped. " I'Il go—and it's high tine | was
goi ng somewhere else. Cone on!" He snapped off the lights, pulled back the door,
stopped with his foot half-way over the sill. Slowy, he stepped back inside the

chart house, closed the door and nicked on the light. The Kapok Kid hadn't noved
was gazing quietly at him

I"msorry, Andy," Nicholls said sincerely. " | don't know what nade me------ "

"Bad tenper," said the Kapok Kid cheerfully. "You always did hate to think that
I was right and you were wong!"



Ni chol I's caught his breath, closed his eyes for a second. Then he stretched out
hi s hand.
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" Al the best, Vasco." It was an effort to smle. " And don't worry. I'll see
her if-well, I'Il see her, | pronmise you. Juanita. . . . But if |I find you
there," he went on threateningly, " I'Il------ "

"Thanks, Johnny. Thanks a lot." The Kapok Kid was al nbst happy. " Good | uck
boy. . . . Vaya con Dios. That's what she always said to me, what she said
before I came away. ' Vaya con Dios.'

Thirty mnutes later, N cholls was operating aboard the Sirrus.

The time was 0445. It was bitterly cold, with a light wind blowi ng steadily
fromthe north. The seas were heavier than ever, |onger between the crests,
deeper in their gloony troughs, and the damaged Sirrus, |abouring under a
nountain of ice, was making heavy weather of it. The sky was still clear, a sky
of breath-taking purity, and the stars were out again, for the Northern Lights
were fading. The fifth successive flare was drifting steadily seawards

It was at 0445 that they heard it—the distant runble of gunfire far to the

sout h—perhaps a mnute after they had seen the incandescent brilliance of a
burning flare on the run of the far horizon. There could be no doubt as to what
was happening. The Viking, still in contact with the U boat, although powerless

to do anything about it, was being heavily attacked. And the attack nust have
been short, sharp and deadly, for the firing ceased soon after it had begun
Ori nously, nothing cane through on the WT. No one ever knew what had happened
to the Viking, for there were no survivors

The last echo of the Viking's guns had barely died away before they heard the
roar of the engines of the Condor, at naximum throttle in a shallow dive. For
five, perhaps ten seconds—t seened |onger than that, but not |ong enough for
any gun in the convoy to begin tracking him accuratel y—the great Focke-Wil f
actually flew beneath his own flare, and then was gone. Behind him the sky
opened up in a blinding coruscation of flane, nore dazzling, nore hurtful, than
the light of the noonday sun. So intense, so extraordinary the power of those
flares, so nmuch did pupils contract and eyelids narrow in instinctive self-
protection, that the eneny bonbers were through the circle of |ight and upon
them before anyone fully realised what was happening The timng, the split-
second co-operation between nmarker planes and bonmbers were magnificent.
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There were twelve planes in the first wave. There was no concentration on one
target, as before: not nore than two attacked any ship. Turner, watching from
the bridge, watching them swoop down steeply and |evel out before even the first
gun in the Uysses had opened up, caught his breath in sudden dismay. There was
sonething terribly famliar about the speed, the approach, the silhouette of
t hese pl anes. Suddenly he had it—Heinkels, by God! Heinkel Ills. And the Hei nke
111, Turner knew, carried that weapon he dreaded above all others—the glider
bonb.

And then, as if he had touched a master switch, every gun on the U ysses opened
up. The air filled with snmoke, the pungent smell of burning cordite: the din was
i ndescri bable. And all at once, Turner felt fiercely, strangely happy. ... To



hell with them and their glider bonbs, he thought. This was war as he liked to
fight it: not the cat-and-nouse, hide-and-seek frustration of trying to outguess
the hidden wol f-packs, but war out in the open, where he could see the eneny and
hate him and |Iove himfor fighting as honest nen should and do his damedest to
destroy him And, Turner knew, if they could at all, the crew of the U ysses
woul d destroy him It needed no great sensitivity to direct the sea-change that
had overtaken his nen—yes, his nen now. they no |onger cared for thenselves:
they had crossed the frontier of fear and found that nothing lay beyond it and
they would keep on feeding their guns and squeezing their triggers until the
eneny overwhel med them

The | eadi ng Hei nkel was bl own out of the sky, and fitting enough it was "X
turret that destroyed it—X' turret, the turret of dead nmarines, the turret that
had destroyed the Condor, and was now manned by a scratch marine crew. The
Hei nkel behind lifted sharply to avoid the hurtling fragnents of fuselage and
engi nes, dipped, flashed past the cruiser's bows |less than a boat-length away,
banked steeply to port under nexi num power, and swung back in on the U ysses.
Every gun on the ship was caught on the wong foot, and seconds passed before
the first one was brought to bear—time and to spare for the Heinkel to angle in
at 60&deg;, drop his bonb and slew frantically away as the concentrated fire of
the Cerlikons and pom pons closed in on him Mracul ously, he escaped.

The wi nged bonb was high, but not high enough. It wavered, steadied, dipped
then glided forwards and downwards through the drifting snoke of the guns to
strike home
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with a trenmendous, deafening explosion that shook the Uysses to her keel and
al nost shattered the eardruns of those on deck

To Turner, looking aft fromthe bridge, it seenmed that the U ysses could never
survive this last assault. An ex-torpedo officer and expl osives expert hinself,
he was skilled in assessing the disruptive power of high explosive: never before
had he been so close to so powerful, so devastating an expl osion. He had dreaded
these glider bonbs, but even so he had under-estinmated their power: the
concussion had been double, treble what he had been expecting

VWhat Turner did not know was that what he had heard had been not one expl osion
but two, but so nearly simultaneous as to be indistinguishable. The glider bonb,
by a freaki sh chance had crashed directly into the port torpedo tubes. There had
been only one torpedo |eft there—the other two had sent the Wtura to the
bottom-and norrmally Amatol, the warhead explosive, is extrenely stable and
inert, even when subjected to violent shock: but the bursting bonb had been too
close too powerful: synpathetic detonation had been inevitable.

Damage was extensive and spectacular: it was severe, but not fatal. The side of
the U ysses had been ripped open, as by a giant can-opener, alnmost to the
wat er's edge: the tubes had vani shed: the decks were holed and splintered: the
funnel casing was a shanbles, the funnel itself tilting over to port alnbst to
fifteen degrees; but the greatest energy of the explosion had been directed aft,
nost of the blast expending itself over the open sea, while the galley and
canteen, severely danaged already, were no nore than a devil's scrapyard

Al nost before the dust and debris of the explosion had settled, the last of the
Hei nkel s was di sappearing, skimmng the waves, weaving and twisting nadly in
evasi ve action, pursued and harried by a hundred glowing streans of tracer



Then, magically, they were gone, and there was only the sudden deafening silence
and the flares, drooping slowy to extinction, lighting up the pall above the

U ysses, the dark clouds of snoke rolling up fromthe shattered Stirling and a
tanker with its after superstructure alnobst gone. But not one of the ships in
FR77 had faltered or stopped; and they had destroyed five Heinkels. A costly
victory, Turner mused, if it could be called a victory; but he knew the Heinkels
woul d be back. It was not difficult to imagine the fury, the hurt
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pride of the Hi gh Command in Norway: as far as Turner knew, no Russian Convoy
had ever sailed so far south before.

Ril ey eased a cranped |leg, stretched it gently so as to avoid the great
spi nning shaft. Carefully he poured sone oil on to the bearing, carefully, so as
not to disturb the Engi neer Commander, propped in sleep between the tunnel wal
and Riley's shoulder. Even as Riley drew back, Dodson stirred, opened heavy,
gunmed |ids.

"Good CGod above!" he said wearily. "You still here, Riley?" It was the first
time either of them had spoken for hours.

"lt's a------ good job | amhere," Riley grow ed. He
nodded towards the bearing. " Bloody difficult to get a firehose down to this
place, | should think!" That was unfair Riley knew. he and Dodson had been

taking it in half-hour turns to doze and feed the bearing. But he felt he had to
say sonething: he was finding it increasingly difficult to keep on being
truculent to the Engi neer Commander

Dodson grinned to hinself, said nothing. Finally, he cleared his throat,
nmurnmured casually: "The Tirpitz is taking its time about making its appearance,
don't you think?"

Yes, sir.
her!"

Ril ey was unconfortable. " Should 'a' been here |ong ago, dam

H m" Dodson corrected absently. " Admiral von Tirpitz, you know. . . . Wy
don't you give up this foolishness, Riley?"

RUey grunted, said nothing. Dodson sighed, then brightened.

"Go and get sone nore coffee, Riley. |I'm parched!"

" No." Riley was blunt. You get it."

As a favour, Riley." Dodson was very gentle. "* |'m damed thirsty I"
" Oh, all right." The big stoker swore, clinbed painfully to his feet. "
VWhere' Il | get it?"

" Plenty in the engine-room If it's not iced water they're swigging, it's
coffee. But no iced water for ne." Dodson shivered.

Ril ey gathered up the Thernps, stunbled along the passage. He had only gone a
few feet when they felt the U ysses shudder under the recoil of the heavy
armanent. Al though they did not know it, it was the beginning of the air attack.



Dodson braced hinself against the wall, saw Riley do the sanme, pause a second
then hurry away in an awkward,
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stunbling run. There was sonething grotesquely fanmliar in that awkward run,
Dodson thought. The guns surged back again and the figure scuttled even faster,
like a giant crab in a panic. .. . Panic, Dodson thought: that's it, panic-
stricken. Don't blane the poor bastard—'m begi nning to imagine things nyself
down here. Again the whole tunnel vibrated, nore heavily this tinme—that nust be

" X" turret, alnost directly above. No, | don't blame him Thank God he's gone
He smiled quietly to hinmself. | won't be seeing friend Riley again—he isn't al
that of a reformed character. Tiredly, Dodson settled back against the wall. On

ny owmn at last, he nmurrmured to hinself, and waited for the feeling of relief.
But it never canme. Instead, there was only a vexation and |oneliness, a sense of
desertion and a strangely enpty di sappoi nt nent.

Riley was back inside a ninute. He cane back with that sane awkward crab-1ike
run, carrying a three-pint Thernmps jug and two cups, cursing fluently and often
as he slipped against the wall. Panting, wordlessly, he sat down beside Dodson
poured out a cup of steaming coffee. "Wiy the hell did you have to cone back?"
Dodson

demanded harshly. " | don't want you and------

You want ed coffee,’
Drink it."

Riley interrupted rudely. You' ve got the bloody stuff.

At that instant the explosion and the vibration from the explosion in the port
tubes echoed weirdly down the dark tunnel, the shock flinging the two nen
heavily against each other. Hi s whole cup of coffee splashed over Dodson's |eg
his mnd was so tired, his reactions so slow, that his first realisation was of
how damably cold he was, how chill that dripping tunnel. The scal ding coffee
had gone right through his clothes, but he could feel neither warnth nor
wet ness: his |legs were nunbed, dead bel ow the knees. Then he shook his head,
| ooked up at Riley.

" What in God's nanme was that? What's happeni ng? Did

Haven't a clue. Didn't stop to ask." Riley stretched hinself |uxuriously,
blew on his steamng coffee. Then a happy thought struck him and a broad
cheerful grin cane as near to transfornming that face as would ever be possible.
"It's probably the Tirpitz," he said hopefully.

Three tinmes nore during that terrible night, the German squadrons took off from
the airfield at Alta Fjord, throbbed
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their way nor'-nor'-west through the bitter Arctic night, over the heaving
Arctic sea, in search of the shattered remmants of FR77. Not that the search was
di fficult—+the Focke-Wilf Condor stayed with them all night, defied their best
attenpts to shake him off. He seened to have an endl ess supply of these deadly



flares, and nmight very well have been—n fact, alnost certainly was—earrying
not hing else. And the bonbers had only to steer for the flares

The first assault—about 0545-was an orthodox bonbi ng attack, nade from about
3,000 feet. The planes seened to be Dorniers, but it was difficult to be sure
because they flew high above a trio of flares sinking close to the water |evel
As an attack, it was alnost but not quite abortive, and was pressed hone with no
great enthusiasm This was understandable: the barrage was intense. But there
were two direct hits—ene on a nerchantnman, blowi ng away nost of the fo'c'sle
the other on the Uysses. It sheered through the flag deck and the Admiral's day
cabin, and exploded in the heart of the Sick Bay. The Sick Bay was crowded wth
the sick and dying, and, for many, that bomb nust have cone as a God-sent
rel ease, for the Uysses had |long since run out of anaesthetics. There were no
survivors. Anong the dead was Marshall, the Torpedo O ficer, Johnson, the
Leading S.B. A, the Master-At-Arns who had been |ightly wounded an hour before
by a splinter fromthe torpedo tubes, Burgess, strapped helplessly in a strait-

j acket —he had suffered concussion on the night of the great storm and gone

i nsane. Brown, whose hip had been smashed by the hatch-cover of " Y " magazine
and Brierley, who was dying anyway, his lungs saturated and rotted away with
fuel oil. Brooks had not been there.

The sane explosion had also shattered the tel ephone exchange: barring only the
bri dge-gun phones, and the bridge-engi ne phones and speaki ng-tubes, al
communi cation lines in the Uysses were gone

The second attack at 7 a.m, was nade by only six bonbers —Hei nkel s again,
carrying glider-bonbs. Cbviously flying strictly under orders, they ignored the
nmerchant nen and concentrated their attack solely on the cruisers. It was an
expensive attack: the eneny lost all but two of their force in exchange for a
single hit aft on the Stirling, a hit which, tragically, put both after guns out
of action.

Turner, red-eyed and silent, bareheaded in that sub-zero wi nd, and pacing the

shattered bridge of the Uysses, marvelled that the Stirling still floated
still fought back with
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everything she had. And then he |ooked at his own ship, less a ship, he thought
wearily, than a floating shanbles of twisted a

steel still scything inpossibly through those heavy seas, and 1

marvel led all the nore. Broken, burning cruisers, cruisers ravaged and
devastated to the point of destruction, were nothing new for Turner: he had seen
the Trinidad and the Edinburgh being literally battered to death on these sane
Russi an convoys. But he had never seen any ship, at any tine, take such inhuman
mur der ous puni shnent as the U ysses and the obsolete Stirling and still live. He
woul d not have believed it possible.

The third attack cane just before dawn. It cane with the grey half-light, an
attack carried out with great courage and the utnopst determination by fifteen
Hei nkel 111 gl dder-bonbers. Again the cruisers were the sole targets, the
heavier attack by far being directed against the Uysses. Far from shirking the
chal | enge and benpaning their ill-luck the crew of the U ysses, that strange and
selfless crew of wal king zonbies whom Nicholls had |eft behind, welconed the
eneny gladly, even joyfully, for how can one kill an eneny if he does not cone



to you? Fear, anxiety, the near-certainty of death—these did not exist. Home and
country, famlies, w ves and sweethearts, were nanmes, only nanes: they touched a
man's mnd, these thoughts, touched it and lifted and were gone as if they had
never been. " Tell them" Vallery had said, " tell themthey are the best crew
God ever gave a captain." Vallery. That was what mattered, that and what Vallery
had stood for, that something that had been so inseparably a part of that good
and kindly man that you never saw it because it was Vallery. And the crew

hoi sted the shells, slanmmed the breeches and squeezed their triggers, nen
uncaring, nen oblivious of anything and everything, except the nmenory of the nan
who had di ed apol ogi si ng because he had | et them down, except the sure know edge
that they could not let Vallery down. Zonbies, but inspired zonbies, nen above
thenmsel ves, as nen commonly are when they know the next step, the inevitable
step has themclear to the top of the far side of the valley.

The first part of the attack was |aunched against the Stirling. Turner saw two
Heinkel s roaring in in a shallow dive, inprobably surviving agai nst heavy,
concentrated fire at point-blank range. The bonbs, del ayed action and arnour-
piercing, struck the Stirling ami dships, just below deck |evel, and expl oded
deep inside, in the boiler-room and engi ne-
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room The next three bonbers were net with only pompomand Lewis fire: the
main armanment for'ard had fallen silent. Wth sick apprehension, Turner realised
what had happened: the explosion had cut the power to the turrets. 1Ruthl essly,
contenptuously al nobst, the bonbers brushed aside the puny opposition: every bonb
went hone. The Stirling, Turner saw, was desperately wounded. She was on fire
again, and listing heavily to starboard.

The suddenly lifting crescendo of aero engines spun Turner round to look to his
own ship. There were five Heinkels in the first wave, at different heights and
approach angles so as to break up the pattern of A A fire, but all converging
on the after end of the Uysses. There was so nuch snoke and noise that Turner
could only gather confused, broken inpressions. Suddenly, it seened, the air was
filled with glider-bonbs and the tearing, staccato crash of the German cannon
and guns. One bonb exploded in md-air, just for'ard of the after funnel and
feet away fromit: a maimng, nmurderous storm of jagged steel scythed across the
boat - deck, and all Cerlikons and the pompons fell imediately silent, their
crews victimto shrapnel or concussion. Another plunged through the deck and
Engi neers’ Flat and turned the WT. office into a charnel house. The renaining
two that struck were higher, snmashing squarely into " X " gun-deck and " X "
turret. The turret was split open around the top and down both sides as by a
giant cleaver, and blasted off its nmounting, to lie grotesquely across the
shattered poop.

Apart from the boat-deck and turret gunners, only one other man lost his life
in that attack, but that man was virtually irrepl aceable. Shrapnel fromthe
first bonmb had burst a conpressed air cylinder in the torpedo workshop, and
Hartl ey, the man who, above all, had becone the backbone of the U ysses had
taken shelter there, only seconds before.

The U ysses was running into dense black snmoke, now—

11t is alnpst inpossible for one single explosion, or even several in the sane
locality, to destroy or incapacitate all the dynanps in a |arge naval vessel, or
to sever all the various sections of the Ring Main, which carries the power
around the ship. Wen a dynano or its appropriate section of the Ring Min



suf fered danmage, the interlinking fuses automatically blew, isolating the
damaged section. Theoretically, that is. In practice, it does not always happen
that way—the fuses may not rupture and the entire system breaks down. Runmour—
very strong runour—had it that at |least one of H M capital ships was |ost
sinply because the Dynanp Fuse Rel ease Switches—fuses of the order of 800 anps—
failed to blow, leaving the capital ship powerless to defend itself.
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the Stirling was heavily on fire, her fuel tanks gone. \Wat happened in the
next ten mnutes, no one ever knew. In the snmoke and flane and agony, they were
moment s borrowed from hell and men could only endure. Suddenly, the U ysses was
out in the clear, and the Heinkels, all bonbs gone, were harrying her, attacking
her incessantly with cannon and nmchi ne-gun, ravening wolves with their victim
on its knees, desperate to finish it off. But still, here and there, a gun fired
on the U ysses.

Just below the bridge, for instance—there was a gun firing there. Turner risked
a quick glance over the side, saw the gunner punping his tracers into the path
of a swooping Heinkel. And then the Heinkel opened up, and Turner flung hinself
back, knocking the Kapok Kid to the deck. Then the bonber was gone and the guns
were silent. Slowy, Turner hoisted hinself to his feet, peered over the side
the gunner was dead, his harness cut to ribbons.

He heard a scuffle behind him saw a slight figure fling off a restraining
hand, and clinb to the edge of the bridge. For an instant, Turner saw the pale,
staring face of Chrysler, Chrysler who had neither sniled nor even spoken since
t hey had opened up the Asdic cabinet; at the sanme tine he saw three Heinkels
formng up to starboard for a fresh attack

" CGet down, you young fool!" Turner shouted. Do you want to conmit suicide?"
Chrysler |looked at him eyes wi de and devoid of recognition, |ooked away and

dropped down to the sponson below. Turner lifted hinself to the edge of the

bri dge and | ooked down.

Chrysler was struggling with all his slender strength, struggling in a strange
and frightening silence, to drag the dead man from his Cerlikon cockpit.
Sonehow, with a series of convulsive, despairing jerks, he had him over the
side, had laid himgently to the ground, and was clinbing into the cockpit. H's
hand, Turner saw, was bare and bleeding, stripped to the raw flesh—then out of
the corner of his eyes he saw the flane of the Hei nkePs guns and flung hinsel f
backwar d.

One second passed, two, three—three seconds during which cannon shells and

bull ets smashed against the reinforced arnour of the bridge—then, as a man in a
daze, he heard the twin Cerlikons opening up. The boy nust have held his fire to
the very last nonent. Six shots the Cerlikon fired—enly six, and a great, grey
shape, stricken and snoking, hurtled
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over the bridge barely at head height, sheared off its port wing on the
Director Tower and crashed into the sea on the other side.

Chrysler was still sitting in the cockpit. H's right hand was clutching his
| eft shoulder, a shoulder smashed and shattered by a cannon shell, trying



hopel essly to stemthe welling arterial blood. Even as the next bonber
straightened out on its strafing run, even as he flung hinself backwards, Turner
saw the mangl ed, bloody hand reach out for the trigger grip again.

Fl at on the duckboards beside Carrington and the Kapok Kid, Turner pounded his
fist on the deck in terrible frustration of anger. He thought of Starr, the man
who had brought all this upon them and hated him as he woul d never have
bel i eved he could hate anybody. He could have killed him then. He thought of
Chrysler, of the excruciating hell of that gun-rest pounding into that shattered
shoul der, of brown eyes glazed and shocked with pain and grief. If he hinself
lived, Turner swore, he would recomend that boy for the Victoria Cross.
Abruptly the firing ceased and a Heinkel swung off sharply to starboard, snoke
pouring fromboth its engines.

Quickly, together with the Kapok Kid, Turner scranbled to his feet, hoisted
hi nsel f over the side of the bridge. He did it without |ooking, and he al nost
died then. A burst of fire fromthe third and | ast Hei nkel +he bridge was al ways
the favourite target-—whistled past his head and shoul ders: he felt the w nd of
their passing fan his cheek and hair. Then, w nded from the convul sive back-
thrust that had sent himthere, he was stretched full length on the duckboards
again. They were only inches from his eyes, these duck-boards, but he could not
see them Al he could see was the image of Chrysler, a gaping wound the size of
a man's hand in his back, slumped forward across the Qerlikons, the weight of
his body tilting the barrels grotesquely skywards. Both barrels had still been
firing, were still firing, would keep on firing until the drums were enpty, for
the dead boy's hand was | ocked across the trigger

Gradual |y, one by one, the guns of the convoy fell silent, the clanour of the
aero engi nes began to fade in the distance. The attack was over.

Turner rose to his feet, slowy and heavily this tinme. He |ooked over the side
of the bridge, stared down into the
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Cerlikon gunpit, then |ooked away, bis |ace expressionless. Behind him he
heard soneone coughing. It was a strange, bubbling kind of cough. Turner whirled
round, then stood stock-still, his hands clenched tightly at his sides.

The Kapok Kid, with Carrington kneeling helplessly at his side, was sitting
quietly on the boards, his back propped against the legs of the Admral's chair.
From left groin to right shoulder through the mddle of the enbroidered " J " on
the chest, stretched a neat, straight, evenly-spaced pattern of round holes,
stitched in by the nmachine-gun of the Heinkel. The blast of the shells nust have
hurtled himright across the bridge.

Turner stood absolutely still. The Kid, he knew w th sudden sick certainly, had
only seconds to live: he felt that any sudden nove on his part would snap the
spun-silk thread that held himon to life.

Gradual |y, the Kapok Kid becane aware of his presence, of his steady gaze, and
| ooked up tiredly. The vivid blue of bis eyes was dulled already, the face white
and drained of blood. Idly, his hand strayed up and down the punctured kapok,
fingering the gashes. Suddenly he smiled, |ooked down at the quilted suit.



"Rui ned," he whispered. "Bloody well ruined!"™ Then the wandering hand slipped
down to his side, pal mupward, and his head slunped forward on his chest. The
flaxen hair stirred idly in the w nd.

CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
SUNDAY MORNI NG

THE Stirling died at dawn. She died while still under way, still plungjng
t hrough the heavy seas, her mangl ed, tw sted bridge and superstructure gl ow ng
red, glowing white-hot as the wind and sundered oil tanks lashed the flames into
an incandescent hol ocaust. A strange and terrible sight, but not unique: thus
the Bismarck had | ooked, whitely incandescent, just before the Shropshire's
t or pedoes had sent her to the bottom

The Stirling would have di ed anyway—but the Stukas nmade siccar. The Northern
Li ghts had | ong since gone: now, too,
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the clear skies were going, and dark cloud was banking heavily to the north
Men hoped and prayed that the cloud would spread over FR77, and cover it with
bl anketing snow. But the Stukas got there first.

The Stukas—the dreaded gull-w nged Junkers 87 dive-bonbers—ane from the south,
fl ew high over the convoy, turned, flew south again. Level with, and due west of
the Uysses, rear ship in the convoy, they started to turn once nore: then,
abruptly, in the classic Stuka attack pattern, they peeled off in sequence, port
wi ngs di pping sharply as they half-rolled, turned and fell out of the sky,
plumetting arrowtrue for their targets.

Any plane that hurtles down in undeviating dive on waiting gun enplacenents has
never a chance. Thus spoke the pundits, the instructors in the gunnery school of
Whal e Isl and, and proceeded to prove to their own satisfaction the evident truth
of their statenment, using A A guns and duplicating the situation which would
arise insofar as it lay within their power. Unfortunately, they coul dn't
duplicate the Stuka

" Unfortunately," because in actual battle, the Stuka was' the only factor in
the situation that really mattered. One had only to crouch behind a gun, to
listen to the ear-piercing, screaning whistle of the Stuka in its near-vertica
dive, to flinch fromits hail of bullets as it |looned |larger and larger in the
sights, to know that nothing could now arrest the flight of that underslung
bonb, to appreciate the truth of that. Hundreds of nen alive to-day—the | ucky
ones who endured and survived a Stuka attack—will readily confirmthat the war
produced nothing quite so nerve-rending, quite so denoralising as the sight and
sound of those Junkers with the strange dihedral of the wings in the |ast
seconds before they pulled out of their dive.

But one tine in a hundred, nmaybe one tinme in a thousand, when the human factor
of the man behind the gun ceased to operate, the pundits could be right. This
was the thousandth tine, for fear was a phantom that had vanished in the night:
ranged agai nst the dive-bonbers were only one multiple pompom and half a dozen
Cerlikons—the for'ard turrets could not be brought to bear—but these were
enough, and nore, in the hands of nmen inhumanly calm ice-cool as the Polar wnd
itself, and filled with an al nost dreadful singleness of purpose. Three Stukas
in alnmost as many seconds were clawed out of the sky, two to crash harmessly
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in the sea, a third to bury itself with trenendous inpact in the already
shattered day cabin of the Admral

The chances against the petrol tanks not erupting in searing flame or of the
bonb not exploding were so renmbte as not to exist: but neither happened. It
hardly seenmed to call for conmrent—n extrenmity, courage becones routine—when the
bearded Doyl e abandoned his pom pom scranbled up to the fo'c'sle deck, and
flung hinmself on top of the armed bonb rolling heavily in scuppers awash with
100 per cent octane petrol. One tiny spark from Doyle's boot or fromthe
twi sted, broken steel of the Stuka rubbing and grinding agai nst the
superstructure woul d have been trigger enough: the contact fuse in the bonb was
still undanmaged, and as it slipped and skidded over the ice-bound deck, with
"Doyl e hangi ng desperately on, it seened anim stically determined to snmash its
del i cate percussion nose against a bul khead or stanchion.

I f Doyle thought of these things, he did not care. Coolly, alnost carelessly,
he kicked off the only retaining clip left on a broken section of the guard-
rail, slid the bonb, fins first, over the edge, tipped the nose sharply to clear
the detonator. The bonb fell harmessly into the sea.

It fell into the sea just as the first bonb sliced contenptuously through the
usel ess one-inch deck armour of the Stirling and crashed into the engi ne-room
Three, four, five, six other bonbs buried thenselves in the dying heart of the
cruiser, the lightened Stukas lifting away sharply to port and starboard. From
the bridge of the Uysses, there seened to be a weird, unearthly absence of
noi se as the bonmbs went hone. They just vanished into the snoke and fl ane,
engul fed by the inferno

No one blow finished the Stirling, but a mounting accumul ation of blows. She
had taken too rmuch and she could take no nore. She was like a reeling boxer, a
boxer overmatched agai nst an unskilled but nurderous opponent, sinking under an
aval anche of bl ows.

Stony-faced, bitter beyond words at his powerl essness, Turner watched her die.
Funny, he thought tiredly, she's like all the rest. Cruisers, he nused in a
queerly detached abstraction, nust be the toughest ships in the world. He'd seen
many go, but none easily, cleanly, spectacularly. No sudden knock-out, no coup
de grace for them-always, always, they had to be battered to death. . . . Like
the Stirling. Turner's
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grip on the shattered wi ndscreen tightened till his forearns ached. To him to
all good sailors, a well-loved ship was a well-loved friend: for fifteen nonths,
now, the old and valiant Stirling had been their faithful shadow, had shared the
burden of the U ysses in the worst convoys of the war: she was the last of the
old guard, for only the U ysses had been longer on the blackout run. It was not
good to watch a friend die: Turner |ooked away, stared down at the ice-covered
duckboards between his feet, his head sunk between hunched shoul ders.

He could close his eyes, but he could not close his ears. He w nced, hearing
the nonstrous, roaring hiss of boiling water and steam as the white-hot
superstructure of the Stirling plunged deeply into the ice-chilled Artie. For
fifteen, twenty seconds that dreadful, agonised sibilation continued, then



stopped in an dnstant, the sound sheared off as by a guillotine. Wen Turner

| ooked up, slowy, there was only the rolling, enpty sea ahead, the big oil-
slicked bubbles rising to the top, bubbles rising only to be punctured as they
broke the surface by the fine rain falling back into the sea fromthe great

cl ouds of steam already condensing in that bitter cold

The Stirling was gone, and the battered remants of FR77 pitched and pl unged
steadily onwards to the north. There were seven ships |eft nowthe four
mer chant nen, including the Commodore's ship, the tanker, the Sirrus and the
U ysses. None of them was whole: all were danmaged, heavily danaged, but none so
desperately hurt as the U ysses. Seven ships, only seven: thirty-six had set out
for Russia.

At 0800 Turner signalled the Sirrus: " WT. gone. Signal C -in-C course,
speed, position. Confirm 0930 as rendezvous. Code."

The reply cane exactly an hour later. " Delayed heavy seas. Rendezvous approx
1030. Inpossible fly off air cover. Keep coming. C-in-C"

"Keep coming!" Turner repeated savagely. "Wuld you listen to him 'Keep
coming,' he says! What the hell does he expect us to do—scuttle ourselves?" He
shook his head in angry despair. " | hate to repeat nyself,” he said bitterly.
"But | must. Too bloody late as usual!"1

i It is regrettable but true—the Honme Fl eet squadron was al nobst al ways too
|ate. The Admiralty could not be blanmed—the capital ships were essential for the
bl ockade of the Tirpitz, and they did not dare risk them close inshore against
| and- based bonbers. The long awaited trap did eventually snap shut; but it
caught only the heavy cruiser
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Dawn and daylight had |long since conme, but it was grow ng darker again. Heavy
grey clouds, formess and nenacing, blotted out the sky from horizon to horizon.
They were snow clouds, and, please God, the snow would soon fall: that could
save them now, that and that al one.

But the snow did not cone—not then. Once nore, there cane instead the Stukas,
the roar of their engines rising and falling as they nethodically quartered the
enpty sea in search of the convoy—€harlie had left at dawn. But it was only a
matter of tinme before the dive-bonber squadron found ffie tiny convoy; ten
mnutes fromthe tinme of the first warning of their approach, the |eading
Junkers 87 tipped over its wing and dropped out of the sky.

Ten minutes—but tinme for a council and plan of desperation. Wen the Stukas
came, they found the convoy stretched out in |ine abreast, the tanker Varella in
the mddle, two nerchantnmen in close line ahead on either side of it, the Sirrus
and the U ysses guarding the flanks. A suicidal formation in subnmarine waters—a
torpedo from port or starboard could hardly mss them all. But weather
conditions were heavily against submarines, and the fornmation offered at least a
fighting chance against the Stukas. |f they approached from astern—their
favourite attack techni que—they would run into the simultaneous massed fire of

seven ships ; if they approached from the sides, they nmust first attack the
escorts, for no Stuka would present its unprotected underbelly to the guns of a
warship. . . . They elected to attack fromeither side, five fromthe east, four

fromthe west. This time, Turner noted, they were carrying |ong-range fue
t anks.



Turner had no tine to see how the Sirrus was faring. Indeed, he could hardly
see how his own ship was faring, for thick acrid snoke was 'blow ng back across
the bridge fromthe barrels of " A" and " B " turrets. In the gaps of sound
bet ween the crash of the 5.25s, he could hear the quick-fire of Doyle's midship
pom pom the vicious thudding of the Cer-likons.

Suddenly, startling in its breath-taki ng unexpectedness, two great beanms of
dazzling white stabbed out through the mirk and gloom Turner stared, then bared
his teeth in fierce delight. The 44-inch searchlights I O course! The great

Scharnhorst and not the Tirpitz. It never caught the great ship. She was
destroyed at her anchorage in Alta Fjord by Lancaster bonbers of the Royal Air
For ce.
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searchlights, still on the official secret list, capable of lighting up an
eneny six mles away! Wiat a fool he had been to forget themVallery had used
them often, in daylight and in dark, against attacking aircraft. No man coul d
ook into those terrible eyes, those flamng arcs across the el ectrodes and not
be bl i nded.

Bl i nki ng agai nst the eye-watering snoke, Turner peered aft to see who was
manni ng the control position. But he knew who it was before he saw him It could
only be Ral ston—searchlight control, Turner renenbered, was his day action
station: besides, he could think of no one other than the big, blond torpedonan
with the gunption, the quick intelligence to burn the lanps on his own
initiative.

Jamred in the corner of the bridge by the gate, Turner watched him He forgot
his ship, forgot even the bonbers—he personally could do nothing about them
anyway—as he stared in fascination at the nman behind the controls

H s eyes were glued to the sights, his face expressionless, absolutely; but for
the gradual stiffening of back and neck as the sight dipped in docile response
to the delicate caress of his fingers on the wheel, he might have been carved
frommarble: the imobility of the face, the utter concentration was al nost
frightening.

There was not a flicker of feeling or enpotion: never a flicker as the first
Stuka weaved and twi sted in naddened tornent, seeking to escape that eye-staring
flane, not even a flicker as it swerved violently in its dive, pulled out too
late and crashed into the sea a hundred yards short of the U ysses.

What was the boy thinking of? Turner wondered. His nother, his sisters,
entonbed under the ruins of a Croydon bungal ow. of his brother, innocent victim
of that nutiny—how i nmpossible that nutiny seened now —+n Scapa Flow of his
father, dead by his son's own hand? Turner did not know, could not even begin to
guess: clairvoyantiy, alnpbst, he knew that it was too late, that no one would
ever know now.

The face was inhumanly still. There wasn't a shadow of feeling as the second
St uka overshot the U ysses, dropped its bonb into the open sea: not a shadow as
athird blewup in md-air: not a trace of enotion when the guns of the next
St uka snmashed one of the lights . . . not even when the cannon shells of the
| ast smashed the searchlight control, tore half his chest away. He died



i nst ant aneously, stood there a nmonment as if unwilling to abandon his post, then
sl umped
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back quietly on to the deck. Turner bent over the dead boy, |ooked at the face,
the eyes upturned to the first feathery flakes of falling snow. The eyes, the
face, were still the sane, nask-1ike, expressionless. Turner shivered and | ooked
awnay.

One bomb, and one only, had struck the Uysses. It had struck the fo'c'sle deck
just for*ard of " A " turret. There had been no casualties, but sone freak of
vi bration and shock had fractured the turret's hydaulic lines. Tenporarily, at
least, " B " was the only effective remaining turret in the ship

The Sirrus hadn't been quite so |ucky. She had destroyed one Stuka—the
nmer chant nen had cl ai med anot her—and had been hit tw ce, both bonbs exploding in
the after mess-deck. The Sirrus, overloaded with survivors, was carrying double
her normal conpl ement of men, and usually that ness-deck woul d have been
crowmded: during action stations it was enpty. Not a man had lost his life—not a
man was to lose his life on the destroyer Sirrus: she was never danaged again on
the Russian convoys.

Hope was rising, rising fast. Less than an hour to go, now, and the battle
squadron would be there. It was dark, dark with the gloom of an Arctic storm
and heavy snow was falling, hissing gently into the dark and rolling sea. No
pl ane could find themin this—and they were al nost beyond the reach of shore-
based aircraft, except, of course, for the Condors. And it was al nost inpossible
weat her for submari nes.

" It may be we shall touch the Happy Isles.” Carrington quoted softly.
44\What ?" Turner | ooked up, baffled. "Wat did you say. Nunber One?"

44Tennyson." Carrington was apologetic, " The Captain was always quoting him
Maybe we'll nake it yet."

" Maybe, maybe." Turner was non-comittal. Preston!™

44Yes, sir, | see it." Preston was staring to the north where the signal |anp
of the Sirrus was flickering rapidly.

44A ship, sir!" he reported excitedly. " Sirrus says naval vessel approaching
from the north!"

"From the north! Thank God! Thank God!" Turner shouted exultantly. "Fromthe
north! It nust be theml They're ahead of tine. ... | take it all back. Can you
see anythi ng, Nunmber One?"

" Not a thing, sir. Too thick—but it's clearing a bit, |I think. . . . There's
the Sirrus again."
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"What does she say, Preston?" Turner asked anxiously.

"Contact. Sub. contact. Geen 30. Cosing."



" Contact! At this late hour 1" Turner groaned, then smashed his fist down on
the binnacle. He swore fiercely.

" By God, she's not going to stop us now Preston, signal the Sirrus to stay .

He broke off, |ooked incredulously to the north. Up there in the snow and
gloom stilettos of white flanme had |anced out briefly, vanished again.
Carrington by his side now, he stared unwi nkingly north, saw shells splashing
whitely in the water under the bows of the Conmpbdore's ship, the Cape Hatteras:
then he saw the flashes again, stronger, brighter this time, flashes that it up
for a fleeting second the bows and superstructure of the ship that was firing.

He turned slowy, to find that Carrington, too, had turned, was gazing at him
with set face and bitter eyes. Turner, grey and haggard with exhaustion and the
sour foretaste of ultimate defeat, looked in turn at his First Lieutenant in a
| ong nonent of silence.

The answer to many questions,” he said softly. That's why they' ve been
softening up the Stirling and ourselves for the past couple of days. The fox is
in anong the chickens. It's our old pal the Hi pper cruiser cone to pay us a
social call.’'

"It is."

So near and yet
He grinned crookedly.

Turner shrugged. " W deserved better than this.
How woul d you like to die a hero's death?"

"The very idea appals ne!" boonmed a voice behind him Brooks had just arrived
on the bridge.

" Me, too," Turner admitted. He smiled: he was al nbst happy again. "Have we any
option, gentlenmen?"

"Alas, no," Brooks said sadly.

" Full ahead both!"™ Carrington called down the speaking-tube: it was by way of
hi s answer.

" No, no," Turner chided gently. " Full power, Nunber One. Tell themwe're in a
hurry: remnd them of the boasts they used to make about the Abdiel and the
Manxman . . . Preston! General energency signal: 4Scatter: proceed independently

to Russian ports.

The upper deck was thick with freshly fallen snow, and the snow was still
falling. The wind was rising again and, after the warmh of the canteen where he
had been operat -
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ing, it struck at Johnny Nicholls's lungs with sudden, searing pain: the
tenperature, he guessed, nust be about zero. He buried his face in his duffe
coat, clinmbed laboriously, haltingly up the ladders to the bridge. He was tired
deadly weary, and he winced in agony every tine his foot touched the deck: his
splinted left |eg was shattered just above the ankl e—shrapnel from the bonb in
the after ness-deck.



Peter Or, comrander of the Sirrus, was waiting for himat the gate of the tiny
bri dge.

"I thought you might Iike to see this, Doc." The voice was strangely high-
pitched for so big a man. " Rather | thought you would want to see this," he
corrected hinself. " Look at her go 1" he breathed. " Just |ook at her go!"

Ni chol I's | ooked out over the port side. Half a nile away on the beam the Cape
Hatteras was blazing furiously, slowing to a stop. Some miles to the north,
through the falling snow, he could barely distinguish the vague shape of the
German cruiser, a shape pinpointed by the flanmng guns still nercilessly punping
shells into the sinking ship. Every shot went hone: the accuracy of their
gunnery was fantastic.

Half a mle astern on the port quarter, the Uysses was com ng up. She was
sheeted in foam and spray, the bows |eaping alnpst clear of the water, then
crashing down with a pistol-shot inpact easily heard, even against the w nd, on
the bridge of the Sirrus, as the great engines thrust her through the water
faster, faster, with the passing of every second.

Ni chol | s gazed, fascinated. This was the first tine he'd seen the U ysses since
he'd left her and he was appalled. The entire upperworks, fore and aft, were a
twi sted, unbelievable shanbles of broken steel: both nasts were gone, the
snokest acks broken and bent, the Director Tower shattered and grotesquely askew
snoke was still plunming up fromthe great holes in fo'c'sle and poop, the after
turrets, wenched from their nountings, pitched crazily on the deck. The
skel eton of the Condor still lay athwart " Y " turret, a Stuka was buried to the
wings in the fo'c'sle deck, and she was, he knew, split right down to the water
| evel abreast the torpedo tubes. The U ysses was sonething out of a nightnmare

St eadying hinself against the violent pitching of the destroyer, N cholls
stared and stared, nunbed with horror and disbelief. Or |ooked at him | ooked
away as a nessenger cane to the bridge.

"Rendezvous 1015," he read. "1015! Good lord, 25 minutes' tinmel Do you hear
that, Doc? 25 minutes' tinmel"
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"Yes, sir," N cholls said absently: he hadn't heard him

Or |looked at him touched his arm pointed to the U ysses.

"Bl oody well incredible, isn't it?" he nurnmured.

"I wish to God | was aboard her," N cholls nuttered

m serably. "Wy did they send ne------ ? Look! What's

t hat ?"

A huge flag, a flag twenty feet in length, was streaning out below the yardarm
of the U ysses, stretched taut in the wind of its passing. N cholls had never

seen anything renmotely like it: the flag was enornous, red and blue and whiter
than the driving snow.



The battle ensign,” Or nmurmured. " Bill Turner's broken out the battle
ensign.” He shook his head in wonder. " To take tinme off to do that nowwell
Doc., only Turner would do that. You know him well?"

Ni chol|'s nodded silently.

" Mg, too," Or said sinply. W are both |ucky nen."
The Sinus was still doing fifteen knots, still headed for the eneny, when the
U ysses passed them by a cable-length away as if they were stopped in the water.

Long afterwards, Nicholls could never describe it all accurately. He had a hazy
menory of the U ysses no longer plunging and lifting, but battering through
waves and troughs on a steady even keel, the deck angling back sharply from a
rearing forefoot to the counter buried deep in the water, fifteen feet below the
great boiling tortured sea of white that arched up in seething magnificence

above the shattered poop-deck. He could recall, too, that " B " turret was
firing continuously, shell after shell screaning away through the blinding snow,
to burst in brilliant splendour over and on the German cruiser: for " B " turret

had only starshells left. He carried, too, a vague nmental picture of Turner
waving ironically from the bridge, of the great ensign streaming stiffly astern
already torn and tattered at the edges. But what he could never forget, what he
would hear in his heart and nind as long as he lived, was the trenendous,
frightening roar of the great boiler-roomintake fans as they sucked in mghty
draughts of air for the starving engines. For the Uysses was driving through
the heavy seas under naxi mum power, at a speed that should have broken her
shudderi ng back, should have burnt out the great engines. There was no doubt as
to Turner's intentions: he was going to ram the eneny, to destroy him and take
himwth him at a speed of just on or over forty incredible knots.
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Ni chol I s gazed and gazed and did not know what to think: he felt sick at heart,
for that ship was part of himnow, his good friends, especially the Kapok Kid—
for he did not know that the Kid was al ready dead—they, too, were part of him
and it is always terrible to see the end of a legend, to see it die, to see it
going into the gulfs. But he felt, too, a strange exultation; she was dying but
what a way to die! And if ships had hearts, had souls, as the old sailing nen
decl ared, surely the Uysses would want it this way too.

She was still doing forty knots when, as if by nmagic, a great gaping hole
appeared in her bows just above the water-line. Shell-fire, possibly, but
unlikely at that angle. It nust have been a torpedo fromthe U boat, not yet
| ocated: a sudden dip of the bows could have coincided with the up-thrust of a
heavy sea forcing a torpedo to the surface. Such things had happened before:
rarely, but they happened. . . . The U ysses brushed aside the torpedo, ignored
the grievous wound, ignored the heavy shells crashing into her and kept on

goi ng.

She was still doing forty knots, driving in under the guns of the eneny, guns
at nmaxi num depressi on, when " A" nagazine blew up, blasted off the entire bows
in one shattering detonation. For a second, the lightened fo'c'sle reared high
into the air: then it plunged down, deep down, into the shoulder of a rolling
sea. She plunged down and kept on going down, driving down to the black floor of
the Arctic, driven down by the nmadly spinning screws, the still thundering
engi nes her own executi oner.



CHAPTER EI GHTEEN
EPI LOGUE

THE AIR was warm and kind and still. The sky was blue, a deep and wonderfu
blue, with little puffs of cotton-wool cloud drifting lazily to the far horizon
The street-gardens, the hangi ng birdcage flower-baskets, spilled over with blue
and yellow and red and gold, all the delicate pastel shades and tints he had
al nost forgotten had ever existed: every now and then an old man or a hurrying
housewi fe or a young nman with a laughing girl on his armwould stop to adnmire
them then walk on again, the better for having seen them
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The nesting birds were singing, clear and sweet above the distant roar of the
traffic, and Big Ben was boomi ng the hour as Johnny Nicholls clinbed awkwardly
out of the taxi, paid off the driver and hobbled slowy up the nmarble steps.

H s face carefully expressionless, the sentry saluted, opened the heavy sw ng
door. Nicholls passed inside, |ooked around the huge hall, saw that both sides
were lined with heavy, inposing doors: at the far end, beneath the great curve
of the stairs and overhanging the wi dely convex counter of the type usually
found in banks, hung a sign: " Typist Pool: Inquiries."

The tip-tap of the crutches sounded unnaturally loud on the nmarble floor as he
linped over to the counter. Very touching and nel odramatic, N cholls, he thought
di spassionately: trust the audience are having their noney's worth. Half a dozen
typi sts had stopped work as if by command, were staring at himin open
curiosity, hands resting linmply on their machines. A trim young Wen, red-haired
an3 shirt-sleeved, came to the counter

"Can | help you, sir?" The quiet voice, the blue eyes were soft with concern

Ni cholls, catching a glinpse of hinself in a mrror behind her, a glinpse of a
scuffed uniform jacket over a grey fisherman's jersey, of blurred, sunken eyes
and gaunt, pale cheeks, adnmitted wyly to hinself that he couldn't blane her. He
didn't have to be a doctor to know that he was in pretty poor shape

My nanme is N cholls, Surgeon-Lieutenant Nicholls. | have an appointnent------

"Lieutenant Nicholls. . . . HMS. Uysses\" The girl drew in her breath
sharply. 440 course, sir. They're expecting you." N cholls |ooked at her,

| ooked at the Wens sitting notionless in their chairs, caught the intense
wondering expression in their eyes, the awed gaze with which one would regard
bei ngs from another planet. It nmade him feel vaguely unconfortable.

"Upstairs, | suppose?" He hadn't nmeant to sound so brusque

"No, sir." The Wen canme quietly round the counter. They—wel |, they heard
you' d been wounded, sir," she nurnured apologetically. " Just across the hal
here, please.” She smled at him slowed her step to match his halting walk.

She knocked, held open the door, announced himto sonmeone he couldn't see, and
cl osed the door softly behind him when he had passed through.
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There were three men in the room The one man he recogni sed, Vice-Admral
Starr, came forward to neet him He |ooked older, far older, far nore tired than
when Nicholls had |ast seen him-hardly a fortnight previously.

" How are you, Nicholls?" he asked. "Not wal king so well, | see." Under the
assurance, the thin joviality so flat and m splaced, the harsh edge of strain
burred unm stakably. " Cone and sit down."

He led Nicholls across to the table, long, big and covered with |eather. Behind
the table, franed against huge wall-maps, sat two nen. Starr introduced them
One, big, beefy, red of face, was in full uniform the sleeves ablaze with the
broad band and four stripes of an Admiral of the Fleet: the other was a
civilian, a small, stocky man with iron-grey hair, eyes still and w se and ol d.
Ni choll's recognised him imediately, would have known anyway from the deference
of both the Admirals. He reflected wyly that the Navy was indeed doing him
proud: such receptions were not for all. . . . But they seened reluctant to
begin the reception, N cholls thought—he had forgotten the shock his appearance
must give. Finally, the grey-haired nan cleared his throat.

"How s the leg, boy?" he asked. "Looks pretty bad to ne." His voice was | ow,
but alive with controlled authority.

" Not too bad, thank you, sir," Nicholls answered. Two, three weeks shoul d

see ne back on the job."

"You're taking two nonths, laddie," said the grey-haired nan quietly. " Mre if
you want it." He smiled faintly. " If anyone asks, just tell '"em| said so
Cigarette?”

He flicked the big table-lighter, sat back in his chair. Tenmporarily, he seened
at a loss as to what to say next. Then he | ooked up abruptly.

Had a good trip honme?"

"Very fair, sir. V.I.P. treatnent all the way. Mdscow, Teheran, Cairo, Gb."

Ni cholls's nouth twisted. " Mich nore confortable than the trip out." He paused
i nhal ed deeply on his cigarette, |ooked levelly across the table. " | would have
preferred to cone home in the Sirrus.”

44No doubt," Starr broke in acidly. " But we cannot afford to cater for the
personal prejudices of all and sundry. W were anxious to have a first-hand
account of FR77—and particularly the U ysses—as soon as possible."

Ni chol | s's hands cl enched on the edge of his chair. The anger had | eapt in him
like a flame, and he knew that the nman opposite was watching closely. Slowy he
rel axed,
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| ooked at the grey-haired man, interrogative eyebrows nutely asking
confirmation.

The grey-haired man nodded.

Just tell us all you know," he said kindly.
Take your time."

Ever yt hi ng— about everyt hi ng.



"From the beginning?" N cholls asked in a | ow voice
"From t he begi nning."

Nicholls told them He would have liked to tell the story, right as it fel
out, fromthe convoy before FR77 straight through to the end. He did his best,
but it was a halting story, strangely lacking in conviction. The atnobsphere, the
surroundi ngs were wong—the contrast between the peaceful warnth of these roons
and the inhuman cold and cruelty of the Arctic was an inmmense gulf that could be
bridged only by experience and understanding. Down here, in the heart of London
the wild, incredible tale he had to tell fell falsely, incredibly even on his
own ears. Half-way through, he |ooked at his l|isteners, alnost gave up
Incredulity? No, it wasn't that—at least, not with the grey-haired man and the
Admiral of the Fleet. Just a baffled inconprehension, an honest failure to
under st and.

It wasn't so bad when he stuck to the ascertainable facts, the facts of
carriers crippled by seas, of carriers mined, stranded and torpedoed: the facts
of the great storm of the desperate struggle to survive: the facts of the
gradual attrition of the convoy, of the terrible dying of the two gasoline
tankers, of the U boats and bombers sent to the bottom of the U ysses,
battering through the snowstorm at 40 knots, blown up by the German cruiser, of
the arrival of the battle squadron, of the flight of the cruiser before it could
inflict further damage, of the rounding-up of the scattered convoy, of the
curtain of Russian fighters in the Barents Sea, of the ultimate arrival in the
Kola Inlet of the battered remmants of FR77—five ships in all

It was when he cane to less readily ascertainable facts, to statenents that
could never be verified at all, that he sensed the doubt, the sonething nore
than wonder. He told the story as calmy, as unenotionally as he could: the
story of Ralston, Ralston of the fighting lights and the searchlights, of his
father and famly: of Riley, the ringleader of the mutiny and his refusal to
| eave the shaft tunnel: of Petersen, who had killed a nmarine and gladly given
his own life: of MQuater and Chrysler and Doyle and a dozen others
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For a second, his own voice broke uncertainly as he told the story of the half-
dozen survivors from the U ysses, picked up by the Sirrus soon afterwards. He
told how Brooks had given his |lifejacket to an ordinary seanan, who anazingly
survived fifteen mnutes in that water: how Turner, wounded in head and arm had
supported a dazed Spicer till the Sirrus came plunging alongside, had passed a
bowl ine round him and was gone before anything could be done: how Car-rington
that enduring nman of iron, a baulk of splintered tinber under his arns, had held
two nmen above water till rescue came. Both nen—Preston was one—had died |ater
Carrington had clinbed the rope unaided, clanbered over the guard-rails dangling
a left-leg with the foot blown off above the ankle. Carrington would survive:
Carrington was indestructible. Finally, Doyle, too, was gone: they had thrown
him a rope, but he had not seen it, for he was blind

But what the three nen really wanted to know, Nicholls realised, was how the
U ysses had been, how a crew of mnutineers had borne thenselves. He had told
them he knew, things of wonder and of splendour, and they could not reconcile
these with men who woul d take up arns against their own ship, in effect, against
their own King.



So Nicholls tried to tell them then knew, as he tried, that he could never
tell them For what was there to tell? That Vallery had spoken to the nen over
t he broadcast system how he had gone anong them and made them al nost as

hi msel f, on that grim exhausting tour of inspection: how he had spoken of them
as he died: and how, nost of all, his death had nade them nmen again? For that
was all that there was to tell, and these things were just nothing at all. Wth
sudden insight, N cholls saw that the neaning of that strange transfornmation of
the nen of the Uysses, a transformation of bitter, broken nmen to nen above
t hemsel ves, could neither be explained nor understood, for all the neaning was
in Vallery, and Vallery was dead.

Ni cholls felt tired, now, desperately so. He knew he was far fromwell. H's

m nd was cloudy, hazy in retrospect, and he was m xing things up: his sense of
chronol ogical tinme was gone, he was full of hesitations and uncertainties.
Suddenly he was overwhelmed by the futility of it all, and he broke off slowy,
his voice trailing into silence.

Vaguel y, he heard the grey-haired man ask something in a quiet voice, and he
muttered al oud, unthinking.

44What was that? What did you say?" The grey-haired
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man was | ooking at himstrangely. The face of the Adnmiral behind the table was
i npassive. Starr's, he saw, was open in disbelief.

"1 only said, * They were the best crew God ever gave a Captain,'" N cholls
mur mur ed.

" |1 see." The old, tired eyes | ooked at him steadily, but there was no other
comment. Fingers drumming on the table, he |ooked slowy at the two Admirals,
then back to Nicholls again.

"Take things easy for a minute, boy. ... If you'll just excuse us

He rose to his feet, walked slowy over to the big, bay wi ndows at the other
end of the long room the others following. N cholls made no nove, did not even
| ook after them he sat slunped in the chair, |ooking dejectedly, unsee-ingly,
at the crutches on the floor between his feet.

Fromtime to tine, he could hear a murnmur of voices. Starr's high-pitched voice
carried nost clearly. " Miuitiny ship, sir ... never the sanme again . . . better
this way." There was a nmurnured reply, too low to catch, then he heard Starr
sayi ng, " finished as a fighting unit." The grey-haired nan sai d sonething
rapidly, his tone sharp with disagreenent, but the words were blurred. Then the
deep, heavy voice of the Fleet Admiral said something about " expiation," and
the grey-haired man nodded slowy. Then Starr |ooked at him over his shoul der
and Ni cholls knew they were tal king about him He thought he heard the words "
not well" and " frightful strain,” but perhaps he was imagining it.

Anyway, he no |onger cared. He was anxious for one thing only, and that was to
be gone. He felt an alien in an alien |land, and whether they believed him or not
no longer mattered. He did not belong here, where everything was so sane and
commonpl ace and real —and withal a world of shadows.



He wondered what the Kapok Kid would have said had he been here, and sniled in
fond rem ni scence: the |anguage would have been terrible, the coments rich and
barbed and pungent. Then he wondered what Vallery would have said, and he smled
again at the sinplicity of it all, for Vallery would have said: " Do not judge
them for they do not understand.”

Gradual | y, he becane aware that the murmuring had ceased, that the three nen
wer e standing above him His
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smile faded, and he |ooked up slowy to see them | ooking down strangely at him
their eyes full of concern.

I''m dammably sorry, boy," the grey-haired man said sincerely. " You're a sick
man and we've asked far too much of you. A drink, N cholls? It was nbst rem ss--

" No, thank you, sir." N cholls straightened hinself in his chair. "I'Il be
perfectly all right." He hesitated. "lIs—s there anything else?"
" No, nothing at all." The snile was genuine, friendly. " You ve been a great

help to us, Lieutenant, a great help. And a fine report. Thank you very much
i ndeed. "

A liar and a gentlerman, N cholls thought gratefully. He struggled to his feet,
reached out for his crutches. He shook hands with Starr and the Admiral of the
Fl eet, and said good-bye. The grey-haired nman acconpanied himto the door, his
hand beneath Nicholls's arm

At the door N cholls paused.

Sorry to bother you but-when do | begin ny |eave, sir?"

44As from now," the other said enmphatically. " And have a good tinme. God knows

you've earned it, ny boy. . . . \Were are you goi ng?"
"Henley, sir."
" Henley! | could have sworn you were Scots."

441 am sir—+ have no famly."

"Ch. ... Agirl, Lieutenant?"

Ni chol I s nodded silently.

The grey-haired man clapped him on the shoulder, and smled gently.
" Pretty, I'll be bound?"

Ni cholls | ooked at him |ooked away to where the sentry was already hol ding
open the street doors, and gathered up his crutches.

" 1 don't know, sir,"
her . "

he said quietly. " | don't know at all. |'ve never seen



He tip-tapped his way across the marble flags, passed through the heavy doors
and linmped out into the sunshine.



