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He was a skilled young surgeon, assured, confident in his own competence and in hospital procedure.

	But aboard destroyer Wind Rode he had to conform to strict Navy discipline—and his surroundings were a far cry from a well-equipped hospital.

	How would he handle a sickbay full of major casualties ... working with suicide bombers howling down, the ship jumping and knocked sideways under fire, the guns blasting their heads off?

	The testing time was soon to come for Surgeon-Lieutenant Geoffrey Landis ...
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Chapter One

	 

	“COME IN.”

	The surgeon-lieutenant tucked his cap under his left arm as he had been taught a few weeks before in Flinders Naval Depot and stepped into the sea-cabin. He walked across the room, spartan with fireproof steel furniture, and his eyes were on the officer seated behind his desk. A pair of wise, intent eyes looked back at him.

	The surgeon thought: Big and tough; looks like he knows his job and can be hard about it; that’s all right—he can’t tell me anything about my job.

	Commander Peter Bentley saw a lean and longnecked young officer, with, a serious, likeable face. The two rings of his lieutenancy on his blue serge uniform were shining new gold. The captain thought: Green as Ireland, to the sea anyway; looks a bit cocky, but that could be nervousness; he’ll learn quickly enough, when we’re going. He said:

	“Good morning. Take a pew.”

	The voice was pleasant, the deep and cool voice of a man long used to command. The surgeon answered, “Thank you, sir,” and as he turned the chrome chair round to face his new captain he decided: you sound all right, but I’m not forgetting what the old surgeon-commander told me—you know the ship, you probably know a good deal about the engines and torpedoes and guns, but you’re a babe in the woods in my department; we’ll keep it that way.

	“You sent for me, sir?”

	“I usually do when a new officer joins the ship,” Bentley smiled. “Cigarette?”

	“No, thanks.” The surgeon sat stiffly on his chair, his cap held on his lap between both hands.

	“Don’t use ’em, eh? Good for your mess-bill. Your name is Landis?”

	“Yes, sir. Surgeon-Lieutenant Geoffrey Landis.” Commander Bentley was knowledgeable in the ways of men—it accounted in part for his present command of a modern fleet destroyer. The amiable expression on his face did not change at his visitor’s slightly pompous pronouncement. He knew that this was the surgeon’s first ship, as he knew his full name, his age, his qualifications, his birthplace, his rates of pay.

	“Bombay’s no place for blues,” he suggested, “you have your khakis with you?”

	“Yes, sir, my whole kit. My steward’s unpacking it now.”

	Bentley grinned inwardly at the possessive pronoun. “My” steward would be Spike Riordan, and Spike had four other officers, and their cabins, on his slop-chit. There might be some friction in store there, but Bentley was untroubled—the friction would wear down to smoothness quickly enough under the grinding of Spike’s twenty years’ experience of handling officers.

	Bentley waved his match slowly until it went out. The breath of cigarette smoke was blue in the sunlit cabin.

	“You knew Doc Inglis? He’d be about your time.”

	“No, sir. I was at Sydney University. I understand Inglis went through in Melbourne.”

	You’ve done some checking, eh? I wonder if it included finding out just what a top-notch surgeon your predecessor was? He said:

	“I was sorry to lose Inglis—we all were. It happened on the upper-deck, abreast B-gun. He was with a wounded seaman when the Zero came back. We got the Zero, but he got the doc. A rather nasty stomach wound, but I hear he’ll pull through all right.”

	So you’re trying to scare me, or impress me. I’ve seen more blood than you have beer.

	“I’ve done quite a bit of surgery, sir—I don’t think battle casualties will worry me overmuch.”

	“I beg your pardon?”

	Bentley was looking at him in genuine puzzlement. By no means a fool, Landis realised that his remark had no connection with what the captain had been saying—if his puzzlement was genuine.

	“What I mean, sir,” he said lamely, “is that—well, I’ve specialised in surgery, and I hope I can fill Inglis’s place.”

	“I see. I hope you can—tomorrow we sail to join the Fleet at Trincomalee. I can’t tell you where we go from there, but I reckon you might find yourself very busy.”

	The captain spoke calmly, but his words started a faint roiling in the surgeon’s stomach. He was conscious of it, and he told himself it had nothing to do with his professional competence; anyone would feel some excitement at the prospect of action for the first time.

	“Yes, sir. I’ll check on the sickbay as soon as I change.”

	Bentley was about to say that he would find Inglis’s sickbay as efficiently fitted-out as he could possibly wish: he checked himself, remembering that now Landis was in charge of the destroyer’s medical branch.

	“You’ll have to leave it till after lunch,” he advised, “in half an hour the ship’s company goes to church on the quarterdeck.”

	“Church?”

	Bentley’s eyes narrowed a little—the new officer’s tone seemed to carry a derogatory note. He looked at the thin serious face and he guessed he had misread that tone. He smiled.

	“A long air trip from Fremantle, eh? Don’t worry, we all lose track of the days up in this neck of the woods. But today’s Sunday.”

	“I know, sir.”

	Bentley looked at him while he drew on his cigarette and blew the smoke out in a spear up past his burned face. His voice when he spoke had a flat quality of command in it.

	“If you know it’s Sunday, why are you surprised that we should be holding church service this morning?”

	“I’m not surprised, sir,” Landis answered him, his back straight in the chair, “I know the Fleet goes to church on Sunday. I was merely relating the procedure to myself, thinking of the relative importance of the men at church and myself, down in the sickbay checking on their practical hope of survival.”

	“You won’t be in the sickbay—you’ll be at church on the quarterdeck,” Bentley said coldly.

	“I’d prefer not to attend, sir.”

	The captain slowly stabbed his cigarette to deadness in the ashtray. In his long experience of command in this war he had been confronted with all manner of idiosyncrasy and friction among officers and men, but he had never before come across an outwardly irreligious officer. It was something quite new to him. Now here it was, right in his lap. He acknowledged the challenge with a feeling almost of pleasure—at least it was novel. But his face was set in a disciplinary mask when he said:

	“So you’re a believer only in pure science?”

	“Not quite, sir. I fully appreciate the need of the masses for some opiate to believe in. To coin a phrase—it makes the world go round.”

	A faint memory of something heard or read was stirring in Bentley’s mind. It pushed forward into his consciousness.

	“Was it Marx who said, ‘Religion is the opium of the masses’?” he said, and his voice had an arctic quality that stiffened Landis back in his chair. The surgeon’s head went up and his eyes glittered down the long straight nose.

	“You are not, sir, thinking that I’m a Communist!”

	“I am not,” Bentley answered, and he forbade to add “now.” He leaned his elbows on the desk, watching Landis coolly through experienced narrowed eyes as though the surgeon’s abrupt setback were perfectly apparent to him. Neither man spoke. The empty heated air seemed to pulse in the silence. Landis broke it. His deprecating little chuckle was clearly understood by Bentley as he tried to recover his lost ground.

	“I have no objection whatever to people indulging their beliefs, sir. It just happens that the genesis of Adam and Eve is irreconcilable with scientific fact—my religion is Darwin and his evolutionary theory.”

	“I have no intention of trying to convert you,” Bentley told him drily, and his tone and his face added plainly that he had much more important things engaging his attention, “nevertheless, the whole ship’s company attends church on Sunday morning—and, I believe, most of them come voluntarily. I have neither the time nor the inclination to explain the absence of one of my officers. Privately, you are at liberty to substitute scientific theory for the Bible—publicly, you will stand behind me this morning, and every Sunday morning while you are in my ship. Is that clear?”

	“Yes, sir. And the sickbay?”

	Bentley had no qualms now.

	“You will find Lieutenant Inglis left the sickbay in a healthy enough state to stand the absence of its surgeon for an hour or two. Petty-Officer Jagar has looked after it in the meantime.” He pushed up from his chair. “I shall see you in church.”

	Both men recognised the familiar and jocular saying. But there was no jocularity in the face of the man who had said it.

	Landis was about to pass through the doorway when he halted, and looked back. His face was trying to be friendly.

	“I’m not alone in my belief in the scientific basis of the Creation, sir,” he said in a placatory tone. “I don’t imagine you’ll hold our private discussion against me?”

	“I hold nothing against you, or for you,” Bentley told him levelly, “I’m interested only in your professional competence. I hope to God,” he added slowly and deliberately, “you don’t fail us in that.”

	 

	Despite his iconoclastic attitude—or perhaps because of it—Lieutenant Landis found the church service interesting. He had no interest in the lesson read by the captain, he made a token contribution to the singing of the hymn, and so he was free to look about him, at the ship which was his first seagoing home, and at the men whose survival in battle would rest in his surgical fingers.

	From his position behind the tall and wide-shouldered bulk of Bentley he could look forward almost the whole length of destroyer Wind Rode.

	Directly in front of him, the ship’s company clustered on both sides, were the ten grey torpedo-tubes, in two banks of five each. They were trained fore and aft, at peaceful rest, and facing him were five identical breeches, the circular doors solid-looking and locked in position behind big screw-clips.

	He had no knowledge of how the tubes worked, nor or what they carried; but he did know that a salvo of torpedoes could sink a ship ten times Wind Rode’s size.

	His interested gaze lifted and took in the multiple pom-pom, black-barrelled and sinister-looking, then the single squat funnel. This huge and streamlined mouth exhaled the destroyer’s fiery breath when she was at high speed, but now a faint gentle haze of heat quivered above it.

	Raising above the funnel he saw the bridge. He had not been on it, and its maze of instruments and dials and gauges and voice-pipes would have meant little to him if he had. He knew only that the bridge was the controlling nerve-centre of the whole ship.

	He could not see the big guns forward of the bridge, but he had noticed their camouflaged twin barrels and heavy turrets when the boat had brought him alongside... Behind him now, as he listened vaguely to Bentley’s voice, was the third turret, its muzzles grinning oilily out over the stern, out over the packed rails of depth-charges.

	He looked up at the strong lattice-work of the aluminium mast, cluttered with queer-shaped radar aerials, and then along the upper-deck, seeing the sea boats neatly stowed at the davits, and the reels of rope and steel-wire, and suddenly he realised that he was an alien in this complicated, ordered world of a fighting warship. Not only was he a stranger in this ship—the ship itself and its equipment were complete mysteries to him.

	He felt an acute sense of loneliness; he did not even know any of these officers or men. The only officer he had spoken to, apart from a brief greeting here and there, was the captain. And that meeting had not been exactly productive of comradeship and good cheer.

	Yet in the hospital and operating theatres he had come from he was widely known, respected as a young surgeon and recognised as the protege of McTierney himself, the senior surgeon. A slightly bitter feeling, compounded of his loneliness and of not-belonging, stirred in him.

	Bentley here was lord of all this, his was the responsibility. But was the responsibility for handling two hundred men and a destroyer any keener, any more significant, than holding a man’s life literally in your fingers? His training, his assiduous application to years of study and learning, were certainly no less than that which had brought Bentley to his present position.

	What would his relative rank have been in a Sydney Hospital? Certainly not lieutenant! Rear-admiral more likely, the chosen assistant of McTierney. Now, here on this alien quarterdeck, just because he knew nothing of seamanship or gunnery, the gap between him and the captain was an unbridgeable chasm.

	There were many gunners on this ship, many asdic-operators, many engineers; but there was only one surgeon. In his own branch he was a captain, a lord and master to whom nobody could dictate. That old surgeon-commander had been right. At first he had put him down as a man about to retire from the Service, a passed-over, embittered officer. But he was right.

	“Don’t forget, young fellow—if they cut their corns or their carotid artery, they come running to you. No one else. You. Remember that—and let no one interfere with the running of your department. Not even the captain.”

	He had listened, and he had thought: It can’t be anything like that—the captain of a ship must be a man of understanding and perception, not an interfering clod. All right, he had met a captain, his own captain, and the fellow had dared to presume, because of some symbolical allusion, that he had Communistic leanings.

	And had ordered him to attend church! To compulsorily stand in the boiling sun and listen to this clap-trap. It was an opiate—look at their faces, cast-down like schoolgirls, drinking in the spurious solace of beautiful, long-dead, meaningless words! Did they seriously imagine the Jap pilots and gunners would be put off their aim by these sonorous phrases? If he had his way, they’d be drilling at their guns and torpedo-tubes.

	He would see. So would they. An abdomen ripped open by a shell splinter, an artery spouting life-blood—God would save them, or the knowledge and teachings of medical science?

	“Here endeth the lesson,” he heard Bentley say, and saw him snap the big black Bible shut. About time, too—this sun was enough to bring the whole ship’s company down with sunstroke. It was hotter than ever he had experienced sunshine, even Bondi beach at the height of summer; a dry, enervating heat that sucked the fluids from your body, made your vision blurry so that you had to squint to focus things clearly. Those waves—the heat must be beating upwards from the steel deck, radiating a fierceness complementary to the sun’s power ... funny, the men seemed to be wavering, swaying slowly from side to side. He’d have an epidemic of sunstroke on his hands if that fool didn’t order their caps on. If he didn’t order it in the next ten seconds, he’d take the responsibility upon himself of suggesting that only an idiot would keep men ...

	The men in front of him seemed to be dancing a mad gyration around and above the torpedo tubes. He felt a heat like boiling water on the back of his neck. Then he felt a pair of strong hands gripping him under the armpits, and faintly, as though from miles away, he heard a deep voice say:

	“Poor devil’s keeled over—not used to it ...”

	Then his consciousness soared away into a vast engulfing blackness.

	He awoke in the comparative coolness of his cabin. His eyes flickered open and immediately he shut them again; the glare of the white-painted bulkhead at the foot of his bunk hurt his eyes, and he became conscious of a dull, persistent ache at the base of his skull. A deep, cheerful voice, which he vaguely remembered, said:

	“Ah—surfaced at last. How do you feel? Like an outsize hangover, I bet.”

	He turned his head slowly sideways and beheld an officer with lieutenant’s stripes sitting in his chair: a big man, as big as Bentley, but more solid and chunky, like oak. His face was dark brown, a weathering laid on richly by sun and wind, and his eyes were wrinkled at the corners, as though they were used to staring squinted for long periods. His straight line of mouth was twisted in a commiserating grin.

	“Randall—Bob Randall, first-lieutenant,” the big man offered, “glad to meet you, Doc. I was down in a magazine when you came on board.”

	“What happened?” Landis said vaguely, and then he grimaced with impatience. “I know what happened. What time is it?”

	“Relax, boy—you’ve only been out fifteen minutes. That sun’s hit more experienced men than you.”

	“How ... how are the men? Who’s looking after them?”

	“Men?” Randall frowned in puzzlement. “The men are okay. Most of ’em are sunbaking—can’t get enough of it.”

	Landis had worried about their being sunstruck—the memory made his voice bitter.

	“So I’m the only one who passed out. The doctor.”

	Randall, the first-lieutenant, knew men as well as his friend the captain, but there the similarity ended. Mentally and physically he was cast more in the mould of the “iron men and wooden ships” era—he would have made a prime bucko mate on a windjammer. Subtlety of approach was as foreign to him as lipstick.

	“Now look here,” he growled, “you’re not going to make a thing out of this? Hell’s bells, man, anyone not used to this sun could keel over. What the devil’s being a doctor got to do with it? You bods think you’re a special breed or something?”

	Landis was shocked by the almost brutal perception of the big lieutenant: he realised with a flash of bitter understanding that he had been thinking precisely that. What he did not know was that Randall was used to saying what he thought, and, having said it, forgot it.

	Essentially honest, even with himself, Landis appreciated that his thoughts on the quarterdeck had been pompously conceited. It still did not help to know that a stranger had guessed his fault. His answering growl matched Randall’s.

	“I imagined you’d been long enough at sea to understand the psychological value of having an officer immune to the weaknesses of the men he’s supposed to lead. What the hell will they think of me now?” Randall’s delighted grin bisected his face and threatened to close his eyes. This boy was no poonce!

	“What do they think?” he echoed. “They think you’re human. By capsizing you’ve put every man-jack of ’em on-side with you. If a bloke comes to you with sunstroke he knows you know as much about the effects as he does. All you’ve got to do now is break your leg, have an arm amputated, develop an outsize gall-stone and they’ll take you to their tarry bosoms. Son, you’ve made an impression!”

	Despite himself, and the ache in his skull, Landis had to grin. You couldn’t maintain an offended dignity in the face of such exuberance.

	“That’s more like it, Doc. Now I’m going to prescribe—the sun’s over the yardarm and you’re due for a measure of icy-cold beer. Hop up and put a frosted glass in one hand and meet the mob!”

	There were eight officers in Wind Rode’s wardroom when Landis walked in behind the first-lieutenant. Knowing that he would be living with these men for a long time, perhaps years, he tried to remember names and jobs. But they greeted him with such friendliness, such a barrage of good-natured chiacking, that only three men remained identified in his memory.

	Mr. Lasenby, the gunner, was the junior officer; his youthful keenness impressed itself on the surgeon. In contrast was Mr. Fry, the engineer-officer, come up like Lasenby through the lower deck, but phlegmatic in his corner arm-chair, thinly wiry as though all the juice had been steamed out of him, calmly surveying the noisy scene past a huge and blackened old pipe. And Lieutenant Peacock, the asdic-officer, quiet like Fry but resembling him as much as the turbines did his asdic-set—a shy quietness, his large brown eyes soulful and soft as a spaniel’s, a face more like a poet than a submarine-hunter. Glancing at him, Landis thought briefly that no submarine had much to fear from so patently gentle a man.

	The surgeon had never made a more inaccurate diagnosis in his life.

	Landis had got rid of his second cold beer and had his fist promptly filled with another when a knock sounded at the door. Nearest, Lasenby answered it, then turned his head and called:

	“Main gate, Number One.”

	Landis distinguished the words plainly enough, and he waited with interest to see what the cryptic utterance meant. Randall grunted himself up out of his chair and tolled towards the door. Halfway there he sighted the man who was wanting him. He stopped in his stride and called:

	“Come in, Buffer.”

	Then Landis was able to interpret the outlandish call of the gunner’s. He must remember it. If someone yelled, “Main gate, Doc,” he would know that someone, probably his petty-officer sick-berth attendant, required words with him. The thought sparked another—he had not yet met his S.B.A., and it was time he did; the S.B.A. would constitute his theatre-sister if he had to operate, his anaesthetist, his theatre-orderly, his assistant, all in one.

	The day was hot, he had had nothing to eat since his early and skimpy breakfast on the aircraft, and he had drunk his beer quickly. He raised his glass towards his lips, feeling a pleasant glow suffusing through him. A man appeared in the doorway. Landis looked at him. The look became a stare, and the glass halted halfway to his mouth.

	The chief petty-officer who stepped in, bending his head to clear the lintel, was not the biggest man Landis had ever seen; but he missed the distinction by a mere trifle.

	He had a chest like a barrel, his face was a weathered, purposeful face which housed a calm and assured strength of personality, and he walked towards Randall with a tread as methodical as the earth’s motion.

	There were two further points of identification which marked the visitor in the surgeon’s mind more firmly than all the officers he had just met. Randall lifted his finger to the steward and handed the resultant glass of beer to the huge fellow. Landis had not been in the navy more than a few months, but it had been long enough for him to understand that a petty-officer was entertained in the wardroom about as frequently as a junior nurse in the surgeon’s dressing-room. This rating must be a man of considerable dependability and authority, he judged. This time his diagnosis was bang-on.

	“Thank you, sir,” the visitor said in a voice like a bugle, and took the glass in his left hand. It was then Landis received the second distinguishing mark—there was no right hand; it had been replaced by a gleaming steel hook.
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