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	The Home of Great

	War Fiction!

	 


When his ship was laid up for repairs, two-fisted petty-officer William Walker volunteered for a spell with the Light Coastal Forces, working alongside a crew full of Brits in a lightning-fast Motor Torpedo Boat. He knew it was going to be an education, but he never dreamed he would eventually find himself caught up in a deadly attack on Cherbourg Harbour.

	A flotilla of E-boats and destroyers, hidden in the fog, gave Walker a further chance to use his own special expertise in fighting the enemy. But nobody expected him to come out of the conflict changed as he did … in more ways than one. 
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Chapter One

	 

	HE STEPPED INTO the duty officer’s kennel-sized office in H.M.S. Bee, the working-up establishment for Light Coastal Forces in a seaside resort on the south coast of England.

	Because you do not salute in the Royal Navy when under a ceiling, he took off his cap and whisked it down to his right side, holding it there beside his leg, with his fingers round the shiny black peak.

	“Petty-Officer William Walker joining, sir.”

	The voice was deep and resonant, and the last word of the sentence was clipped off, in the crisp tone of a man used to giving orders, and used to obeying. The young sub-lieutenant behind the desk looked up in surprise. His visitor was a big man—one of the biggest the sub had seen—but he had come in so quietly that he had not heard him.

	His eyes moved from a patrol report he had been studying, to a hard, quiet face burned mahogany brown by sun and weather. There was something else in that face, a quality of calm and experienced authority, which had the sub-lieutenant starting to his feet. Before he could complete the movement of rising and make a fool of himself, he remembered in time that this visitor was only a petty-officer, whereas he—albeit of merely a few weeks’ standing—was a sub-lieutenant, and therefore senior. The sub coughed and settled back in his chair, trying to relegate his involuntary movement to the simple gesture of making himself more comfortable.

	Petty-Officer Walker saw, and correctly interpreted, the officer’s movement. But he kept his face impassive—you never knew with this English mob, and he wasn’t going to blot his copy-book so soon after being assigned to exchange duty. The sub was young, and probably green. All right. But again—you never knew. He had once met an Englishman who looked like a buttercup and who wore the maroon ribbon of the Victoria Cross on his chest.

	As well, Petty-Officer Walker was not of that sneering lower deck company to whom all officers, if young, were naturally incompetent idiots. We all have to learn, was his philosophy, and if a junior member of the team was incompetent, it was the fault of the seniors responsible for his training. So he stood there in front of the desk, huge and solid and rigidly at attention, waiting.

	The sub-lieutenant, who, though young in naval experience, had his measure of natural intelligence, recognised the respectful and disciplined appearance of his obviously experienced visitor. His voice was pleasant and friendly when he said;

	“Good morning, Petty-Officer Walker. We’ve been waiting for you. Sit down, won’t you?”

	He wheeled a chair over towards the big man. Walker smiled back and took the chair. He sat down and crossed his legs. The action was, somehow, significant. His attitude was still respectful, but there was a subtle change in it—as though he had waited for, and now knew, the sort of reception he was to be afforded, and therefore could relax into his normal state; that of a man whose experience and power of command was assured, and who expected to be respected for those hard-bought qualities.

	“Yes, sir,” Walker said, in answer to the word ‘waiting.’ “I would have been here last night only Jerry stacked on a bit of a blue up the line and the train pulled up for an hour or so.”

	He leaned back and grinned at the officer.

	‘‘Stacked on a bit of ...?” the sub started, his young face puzzled. Then it cleared. ‘‘Oh, I see—you mean an air raid?”

	“Yes, sir,” Walker answered, ‘‘that’s what I said.”

	“H’mm,” the other coughed a little. “I—er—I haven’t met an Australian before, you know.”

	Walker’s grin widened, his teeth white against the burned brown of his face. “Then you don’t know about our crocodile farms and kangaroo stations?”

	‘‘I beg your pardon?” The Englishman was looking at him warily.

	“Joke,” the big man said wryly. ‘‘Us Aussies are great comics, y’know. Yeah ...” His voice briskened. ‘‘If you’ll show me my berth, sir, I’ll get my gear stowed away.”

	Not till afterwards did the incongruity of a lower deckman asking an officer to show him his quarters strike the sub-lieutenant. He rose at once and led the way through a passage into a large room which looked like—and had been—the auditorium of a theatre. But now, Walker noticed, seats had been replaced with gun mountings and plotting tables and instruments used for the accurate sighting of enemy ships. A long refreshment bar at one end of the big room, once laden with frothing glasses, now sported a dozen or so Morse keys, at which embryo signalmen were tapping with devoted interest.

	Then there burst on Walker—who was gunnery to the core—a sound sweet to his ears; the raucous bellowing of another petty-officer with crossed barrels on his sleeve, whose imperative roars had men running round the mounting of a quick-firing gun.

	The Australian walked on beside his guide, his face impassive and his heart gloating—it might have been a theatre, and there might be a hotel and a couple of boarding houses attached to the establishment, but now H.M.S. Bee was vitalised by a sense of disciplined urgency, no less experienced and aware than a properly constituted gunnery training school.

	The sub stopped at the doorway of a room whose whole area seemed to be crammed with bunks, and a tier of aluminium kit-lockers.

	“Here it is,” he smiled. “I’m afraid you’ll find it a bit small, but we have a good number of torpedo boats and gunboats on the strength.”

	“That’s all right, sir,” Walker grinned, poking his head in through the doorway. “I come from a destroyer. This looks like Buckingham Palace.”

	The sub looked at him with covert interest. That one word ‘destroyer’ seemed to invest the weathered new arrival with an aura of seasoned glamour. The sub was a reserve officer who knew little of the big, real Navy, of which thirty-six knot destroyers were the epitome of speed and power and destructive force. He said;

	“You’re from a destroyer? By Jove, that’s a craft I’d like to serve in!”

	Walker turned his head and from his six feet two inches height, looked down at him.

	“A bloke’s never satisfied,” he murmured.

	“I beg your pardon?”

	Walker grinned. “You’d like to serve in a destroyer, eh? Now, why the hell why? I know half a dozen coxswains who’d give their starb’d what name to get the chance to take a motor torpedo boat to sea. Sure, destroyers have plenty of guts. But how about what you’ve got here? One of your M.T.B.’s can cripple a battleship. And with their fifty knots, nothing on the sea would have a hope in hell of catching ’em!”

	The sub listened to the deep vehement voice. Those words, coming from a permanent service petty-officer, did something to a nature already fired with the initial pride of his recent entry into the Light Coastal Force. Walker did not know it, but he had just made a friend for life.

	“By the way,” the sub said irrelevantly, and to hide his feelings, “my name’s Appleby—Roger Appleby.”

	A good name for those cheeks, Walker grinned to himself. He said;

	“Pleased to know you.” In the seclusion of the empty sleeping quarters they shook hands, and the sub felt the strength in the Australian’s right hand. Walker went on, quite without embarrassment;

	“Are Christian names okay in this outfit? At the right time and place, of course?”

	Appleby nodded. “Time and place, yes—with petty-officers.”

	Suddenly, giving permission for this veteran to call him Roger, he felt very young and presumptuous. He looked at the single ring on his uniform sleeve, and was honest enough to smile wryly and inwardly at the reassurance the golden band gave him.

	They turned back towards the instruction room and Appleby said;

	“By the way, you’ll be coxswain of the skipper’s boat—did you know that?”

	“I did not,” Walker answered easily. 

	Appleby got the impression that he was not impressed, that he expected nothing less than to coxswain the flotilla’s leader’s craft.

	 “I’m with the skipper,” Appleby told him, looking sideways at the quiet brown face.

	“So that makes us shipmates, Roger,” Walker grinned. “You’re a bit game, you know—I’ve never handled anything as fast as these craft. I don’t suppose they turn over easily?”

	“I think you might manage,” Appleby said, keeping his face serious. Now that he had met the Australian he had a feeling of definite pleasure that the big fellow would be taking them in and out of action. And he knew that the skipper would have probed pretty deeply into Walker’s background before having him assigned as his own coxswain. As if his own thoughts were stepping side by side with the officer’s, Walker asked;

	“What’s the skipper’s name?”

	“Gilling—Lieutenant-Commander Peter Gilling,” Appleby paused. Then he asked, hopefully; “You’ve heard of him?”

	Walker shook his head. “Stranger to me. Should I know him?”

	“No, I suppose not,” Walker looked down quickly. The sub’s voice was bitter. “He’s only got D.S.O. and Bar, but nobody’s heard of him—nor of us, as far as that goes. I suppose you could say we’re the Cinderellas of the Service. A waste of men and money—or so the big-ship boys seem to think.”

	So that’s how it is, Walker thought, seeing the tightened lips of his new shipmate. The most junior—and smallest—branch of a Service hoary with tradition and battle-honours, and loaded under with an outsize inferiority complex. That could be a good thing, or a hell of a bad one. Being ignored by the top brass might make the M.T.B. men fight like hornets to force recognition of their worth and quality, or it might drag them down, smother them with a sense of their own importance.

	What was made of the Light Coastal Forces in these days of infancy depended in some measure on the calibre of the men manning the boats—but it depended mainly on the personality and initiative and leadership of their skipper, Lieutenant-Commander Gilling.

	“I’d like to meet the skipper,” he said suddenly. “Is he around?”

	“No,” Appleby shook his fair head. “The whole flotilla's out on exercises.” He looked at his watch. “They’re due in shortly—about ten minutes. If you’d like to walk down to the docks, we’ll see them come in.”

	“I’d like that very much,” Walker affirmed, “but you’re the duty boy.”

	“I’ll get a relief for half an hour,” Appleby told him. Somehow he badly wanted to show this destroyer man what the flotilla looked like racing in for the harbour. They stopped in the instruction room, the bellow of the gunnery man’s voice and the slam and rattle of gun drill beating about their ears.

	“Excuse me a moment while I organise a relief. I’ll meet you outside.”

	Walker nodded, and watched the slim, boyish figure hurry through the gun-crews. Just a kid. Keen as a razor, smart, too—but just a kid. He thought again of that other boyish figure on whose chest hung the V.C. ribbon. Reassured, he walked slowly across the room and through the passage to the front door.

	 

	They stood near the end of the big mole, its granite blocks protecting the harbour from the onward-rolling waves of the Atlantic. To seaward, the water was laid over with a misty haze, through which the morning sun shone yellowly and without warmth. Walker shrugged his neck further down inside the collar of his greatcoat and thrust his hands deeper into his pockets. He turned his head and looked along the strip of beach. Beach, they called it! A swift vision of the golden curve of Coogee Beach in Sydney filled him with brief nostalgia—the background of blue, blue Pacific reaching far back to the even weld of sky and sea, then the long, slow rollers ending their run on the beach in a crashing symphony of green and flung white; the beach itself, long and curving and wide, soft warm sand heated by a hot sun in a vast blue sky ...

	A gust of cold, foggy wind made him shiver. He turned his head from the wet, stony pebbles of the beach and stared out to sea; a cold grey sea, not friendly like his own, hostile in its implacable march against the grey land, secretive and powerful under the misty canopy. Appleby touched his arm.

	The sound was like nothing he had heard before. It was as powerful as the noise of aircraft engines, but deeper, like a tractor’s engine with a cough—throaty, a hard sort of sound, a deep growl that spoke of one thing—power.

	From out of the mist they came, six torpedo boats in rigid line astern from the leader, their sterns held down under the grip of their screws and their slicing, flaring bows well up out of the water, spuming twin waves like fire hoses from either bow. He watched, fascinated, a lifting pride in his heart. He heard the high-power growl die to a muted roar, and saw the bows of the leading boat come down almost at once until the long deck was level in the water. One after the other, the flotilla eased in through the entrance below them, and Walker stared, trying to identify each weapon and structure on the decks as they passed. But even in the harbour the boats were travelling swiftly—he guessed they could pull up in their own length—and all he achieved from his interested scrutiny was an overall impression of speed and guts. Then the last craft in the line was past them and heading for the waiting line of pier up-harbour.

	Both men stared after the low, square-cut sterns without speaking. Walker was still silent when Appleby said;

	“Well, that’s that. We’d better get back. The skipper will want to meet you.”

	Walker breathed out through his open mouth. The breath feathered before his face like cigarette smoke. They started to walk, and Appleby moved his eyes sideways without turning his head. His voice held a shade of diffidence.

	“What do you think of them?”

	Walker took a few paces up the road, then he said; “I dunno where the hell Cinderella comes in. I dunno what you’re worried about.”

	His voice was rough. Walker could feel a fierce pride in his Service but, like most of his breed, he was chary of evidencing it. He steered the conversation into easier channels.

	“What’s doing in this joint at night? Any joy for jolly old Jack Tar?”

	Appleby’s fair brows drew down.

	“I’m afraid we haven’t organised much yet,” he answered. “There’s a ping-pong table—and, oh yes, there’s cards, of course.”

	“Strike me up a gum-tree!” Walker exploded. “Ping-pong and cards! You want to make a hell-rake out of a man?” He laughed in genuine amusement, a deep chuckle. “I mean, what’s doing ashore? Dances, pubs, sheilas?”

	“Sheilas?”

	“Yes, sheilas. Y’know—opposite sex, femininity, skirt …”

	“Oh. Yes, I imagine there are all those things.”

	“Don’t you know?”

	“Well, not exactly. You see, I don’t drink much, and er …”

	“You’re a virgin, eh?” Walker grinned down at him. “Each to his own, old shipmate. Me, I’m less particular. Now what’s the leave? From four o’clock each afternoon? The usual?”

	“Good heavens, no!”

	“Eh?”

	“Oh, no, nothing like that! We’re on constant call, almost all the time—especially at night. If leave is given, you must always say where you’ll be. One never knows when one will be needed.”

	“Well, I’ll be ...!” Walker prophesised vehemently. He’d take some finding if he got ashore—how the hell could you leave your address when you didn’t know where your pick-up might live?

	“I suppose you’re used to normal leave?” Appleby’s voice sounded apologetic.

	Walker grinned to himself. Normal leave? He could remember once in a cruiser when they hadn’t touched a habitable port for three months, and when they did the only offerings were native ladies so dark that not even that three months of celibacy could lighten their shade one degree.

	“More or less,” he said. “But it’s my own fault.”

	“I beg your pardon?”

	“The first thing I learned when I joined this outfit ten years back was—never volunteer for anything. So I volunteered for this outfit. Now I’m stuck with ping-pong and cards! Ah, well, I’ll save plenty of spondulicks. Man’ll be able to go back home and buy a bloody sheep station!”

	“Yes, you chaps are rather highly paid in comparison with us,” Appleby said seriously. “Though, of course, there is the matter of exchange. A pity you drop five shillings in every ...”

	His voice ended in a gasp of astonishment. Walker’s sinewy hand had grabbed his arm and flung him into the doorway they were passing, twenty feet to the left of where the boats were lying. The noise of the diving plane screamed up into a crescendo. Brown balls of smoke broke from its wings and a flail of cannon shells beat an explosive tattoo along the pier. The hammer blows lasted for five seconds, then the rippling detonations ceased and the thunder of the fighter muted away to a fast-rising whine as it speared up again into the mist. Somewhere ahead of them a machine-gun stuttered, then it too fell silent.

	Walker got to his feet, his head turned to look behind him, towards the open sea. But now the misty overhang seemed guiltless.

	“I see what you mean about no leave,” he growled. “Do they often come in like that?”

	Appleby was rubbing his elbow where it had caught the sharp stone of the doorway.

	“Oh, yes,” he said, and Walker noted that his voice was quite calm. “Several times a day, especially when it’s misty like this. That chap is based just across the Channel. They take only a minute or so to hop across and back.” He stared at the line of torpedo boats, rocking a little in the greasy swell. “The mist threw him off, luckily. He wouldn’t have much time to line himself up once he broke through the mist. As it was—jolly good shooting, don’t you think?”

	“Oh, yes, jolly,” Walker grunted. His ears were still dulled with the abrupt cacophony of the shells, and he could smell the acrid bite of cordite in the heavy air. He was also conscious of a different sort of interest in this calm, red-cheeked boy beside him. With these English, you never knew ...

	“Let’s get on,” he grunted. “I want to meet the skipper.”

	They had gone three paces when Appleby said;

	“The wish is father to the event. Here he comes.”

	Now Walker heard quick-walking steps on the pier. He looked with complete interest at the two men coming towards them—one of those men could be the arbiter of his fate. His eyes narrowed in surprise. The man leading, the one with two and a half gold rings on his sleeves, was capless, so that Walker could see a ring of red hair surrounding a bald spot like a tonsure. But it was not his lack of a cap that surprised him—Gilling had obviously darted from his shore office as soon as he heard the fighter plane. It was the man’s size; he was so short that for a brief moment the Australian wondered how he had passed the physical requirements for Naval entry. Perhaps the incongruous breadth of his shoulders had helped to counteract his other lack—they were broad and heavy, the shoulders of a work-toughened navvy, or a wrestler.

	Then his voice obviated the profession of navvy as the source of his strength.

	“It looks like he missed again, Splinter,” he said to the man beside him. His tone was cultivated, and even, with an undertone of humour in it.

	Splinter—he was easily over a fathom high, and built like a match—answered in a slurring sort of speech, which Walker was later to recognise as hailing from Somerset;

	“Yes, sir—the ruddy swine! Perhaps this will make them realise we need an anti-aircraft battery on the mole there. Unless they still think we’re not important enough!”

	There it is again, Walker thought. Among the senior officers, too. Wonder how the men feel about it? Sure to feel the same—that sort of thing passes down quickly from wardroom to messdeck. He waited for Gilling to reply, waited to hear how the skipper himself felt about their ‘Cinderella’ role in this savage war of giants. He was disappointed. The short man turned his shiny head towards them. Walker saw a pair of level grey eyes sizing him up.

	“Petty-Officer Walker?”

	The Australian stepped forward and saluted with a crispness that quivered his outstretched fingers at the peak of his cap—being gunnery, he could have saluted no other way.

	“Yes, sir,” he clipped. “Just joined, sir. Baptism of fire already.”

	Gilling’s eyes dropped to the ribbon of the Conspicuous Gallantry Medal he could see on the broad chest, and the two service stripes on the left upper-arm below the crossed anchors of the Petty-Officer’s rank—Walker having taken off his overcoat after leaving the windiness of the mole.

	“Baptism, eh?” he said, and his lips twitched down a fraction at the corners. He held out his hand and Walker took it. “Nice to see you, Walker. I imagine the sub has told you you’ll be my coxswain?”

	“Yes, sir.” Walker still held himself stiffly—he had known initially affable officers before ...

	“We’re all here together,” Gilling smiled, and turned his head a little. The tall officer stepped forward, his lean face curious.

	“This is Lieutenant Willoughby, my second-in-command.” As Walker shook the proffered hand, Gilling went on;

	“The sub there is our navigator—that makes the team. I don’t imagine you’ve met any of the men yet?”

	“Not yet, sir.”

	The voice was still clipped; respectful, obedient—and watchful. Gilling thought; Navy to the backbone. Probably never served with Reserves before. That might be a good thing—or it might cause friction. Battleship discipline doesn’t apply here.

	Walker thought; This bloke seems ready to be friendly. You can’t have spit and polish in these craft. Still ... watch your step, Billy boy. Feel your way a bit more yet. Remember that mongrel of a first-lieutenant in your last cruiser ... all over you one minute, and you’re up before the Bloke the next.

	Gilling said;

	“Step aboard a moment, cox’n. All right—Splinter—Sub, I’ll be in the office shortly.”

	The two officers saluted casually and walked together up the pier. Gilling nodded to the Australian and jumped from the pier edge down on to the deck of the long, sleek boat rubbing the piles. Walker followed, up the short flight of steps to the bridge, and had time to glance at the steer wheel—and to see that it differed not at all from those he was used to—before Gilling swung down expertly through a small hatch. Walker followed him and found himself in the wardroom.

	It was, he reflected, hardly the place for a ball. On one side, the curving side of the boat reached up to the low deckhead, and on the other was a leather-covered settee-cum-bunk. There were only a few feet of space in between. At the forrard end a big clock was screwed to the bulkhead, and below it was a tiny chart table, on which lay a well-used map, several pencils and a pair of brass dividers.

	“Take a pew,” Gilling invited, and gestured to the bunk. He leaned back against the narrow dining table and pulled out an old pipe that was mended with copper wire. He lit up, and a smell like a drain pervaded the narrow space.
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