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    Chapter 1

  


  
    The incident which the entire world had been anticipating for months finally occurred at nine-fifteen on the evening of September twenty-second.


    It was a warm night and the air was still. The long slow swells of the North Atlantic moved as silently and heavily as molten lead. Everything was calm and quiet and peaceful.


    One minute before it happened—at nine-fourteen to be exact—Brick Harrington, United States seaman, first class, sauntered to the side of the American convoy ship, Vulcan, and rested his arms on the rail. Glancing down at the frothing waves formed by the swiftly cutting prow of the boat, he yawned sleepily.


    He was a tall young man with heavily muscled shoulders and quiet, level gray eyes. A thick unruly thatch of red hair topped his six-foot frame, accounting for his nickname, Brick.


    His features were clean cut, almost harsh in their angularity, but they were relieved by the humorous twist of his lips and the pleasant glint in his eyes. That glint, however, could on occasion freeze to the color of chilled steel on a frosty morning. Summed up, he was what he looked: an American seaman, tough and efficient and about as dangerous to hit as dynamite.


    Still yawning, he turned from the rail, just as a wiry little man popped from a companion-way behind him and trotted over to him.


    "It's time you turned in," the little man snapped wrathfully. "You glorified deck swabbers are all alike. Think you're too tough to need an hour of sleep in twenty-four. You can't do it, I say. You can't do it. Now get down to your bunk before I forget my age and good sense and larrup you across the stern with an anchor chain!"


    Brick grinned good-naturedly. Pop Carter's bark was infinitely worse than his bite. Although only a seaman, first class, he didn't let that stop him from fussing over, and worrying about, every man on board the Vulcan. For twenty years Pop had pounded decks from one end of the world to another, and his red, monkey-like features had faced salty breezes and gales in all the seven oceans. A better indication of the man, than his nagging fretful mannerisms, were the two sparks of humor that sparked deep in his sea-blue eyes and occasionally prompted an unwilling smile to his leathery cheeks.


    Brick liked the peppery little man a lot, but he could seldom resist the opportunity to wave a red flag before his quick and highly volatile temper. He wiped the grin from his face and looked gravely at the little man.


    "Okay, Pop," he said with mock seriousness. "I’ll get below. But I just had to take a last look to see for my-self that there weren't any subs nosing up alongside to steal our life preservers. Now that I know things are clear I'll sleep a lot easier."


    "Dang it," Pop snorted explosively, "you're goin' to push me too far one of these times, Brick, and I'm goin' to teach you some manners with a belayin' pin. You know as well as me that there ain't a sub within a hundred miles of here."


    "Sure," Brick grinned. "I know it. But up till now you've been swearing that we were practically sailing over their backs. I just wanted to hear you admit that things aren't as bad as all that."


    "Oh did you?" the little seaman boiled. "Well if you ain't in your bunk inside ten seconds I'll make you wish you'd never been born with that lop-sided sense of humor of yours."


    "You win," Brick laughed. "You've got me scared to bits, Pop. What time is it now?"


    "I don't know what difference it makes," Pop grunted, fishing his watch from his pocket, "but it's exactly nine fifteen."


    It happened then! The incident which Statesmen and Correspondents had been prophesying for weeks became a fact at that instant, as the ugly speeding snout of a six thousand pound torpedo smashed into the armored hull of the U. S. convoy boat, Vulcan, it was determined later, by Navy officials, that the explosion of the ship's magazine chambers occurred almost simultaneously with the impact of the torpedo!

  


  
    *When the Lease-lend bill was passed by Congress, it was the opinion of many statesmen and correspondents that it would eventually mean United States navy convoying of the materials to be shipped to Britain. As it turned out, this was what happened, and U. S. ships took up patrol duty far into the Atlantic, and cooperated with British ships in warning of the presence of raiders. No actual fighting, or shooting was the result, except one instance reported by Secretary Knox, of a destroyer dropping depth bombs during rescue work.—Ed.*

  


  
    Because of the blackness of the night the starboard lookout had not seen the deadly streak of churning white heading directly for the ship. The torpedo had scored a hit—a fatal hit—at exactly nine-fifteen.


    Brick had been turning to the companionway when the projectile smashed into the armored side of the ship jarring it like the impact of a mighty fist. There was not time to think; no time to reason. A hoarse scream sounded for an instant over the sudden tumult that swept the ship, and then two explosions roared into the night's silence smothering the ship with a blanket of incredible sound.


    Brick was thrown to the deck by the torpedo's impact.


    The explosions occurred before he could crawl to his feet. Under his body he could feel the armor plate of the Vulcan buckling and twisting like cardboard. The ship was shuddering mightily, and the heaving, wrenching groans of its steel structure sounded in his ears like the death agonies of a wounded giant. Through the dazed fog of shock and terror he could hear the terrible roar of escaping steam and the greedy, sucking rush of water as it poured into the ship's vitals.


    His body rolled drunkenly as the ship listed. A smothering, battering wall of water smashed down on him, hurling him against the rail with rib-cracking force. Strangling and stunned he had no power to resist the swift clutch of the water dragging him over the side and into the boiling turmoil of the ocean.


    A timeless instant followed. An instant in which screams and the sound of hissing water and groaning steel blended with the deafening roar of the smashing, surging waves.


    For an instant his head broke through the water and his lungs automatically jerked in a mouthful of air. Then he was caught in the tremendous suction created by the sinking ship and dragged helplessly down and down.


    Instinctively his arms thrashed out, fighting blindly and desperately against the strangling, crushing pressure. For minutes, it seemed, the downward suction of the Vulcan continued to hold him in its fatal grip. With the desperate strength of a man fighting for life, Brick lashed out with arms and legs in a last frantic effort. The pressure on his lungs was like that of a giant vise. Through the pain and the desperation, one foggy section of his numbed mind cleared enough to realize that the fight he was waging was hopeless.


    His arms were almost too heavy to move and his tortured lungs were at the bursting point, when the clutch of water released him suddenly. A roaring torrent of noise sounded beneath him and almost simultaneously a tremendous rush of air and water caught hold of his limp body and carried it in a rush to the surface.


    His lungs gulped air gratefully. Groggily, he realized that it must have been another explosion in the settling Vulcan that had created the sudden upsurge of air and water that had hurled him to the surface.


    Huge, choppy waves covered with an inch of slimy oil were battering against him, but by dog-paddling frantically he managed to keep afloat. As his brain cleared he realized the hopelessness of his position. His body had been weakened by the terrific buffeting it had received and there was a dull pain creeping up the right side of his body from his hip to his collar bone. He was still too dazed to realize the enormity of what had happened to himself and the Vulcan. In one devastating explosion his ship, with all hands aboard, had plunged to the bottom of the Atlantic. His own life had been spared momentarily, but he was alert enough to know that his chances of survival were practically non-existent.


    The supply boats which the Vulcan had been patrolling were proceeding slowly at a distance of about thirty miles behind the convoy. Other destroyers had been flanking the supply chain at about the same distance to the rear. Before they would reach him, providing he could maintain his position against the undertow and currents, his exhausted body would have been claimed by the wet embrace of the ocean.


    These things he realized instinctively, almost subconsciously. Consciously his stunned senses were aware only of the heavy, oil-blanketed water on his body and the soft, warm wind on his face.


    It was probably because of this that he was conscious of the first sluggish swell that lifted his body in the water. It was followed by another, steeper swell. Then he felt the unnatural eddying currents that were boiling beneath him and causing the uneasy movement of the water.


    He twisted his body in the water and saw the heavy ripples were originating about a hundred yards from where he was floating. They were growing higher by the minute, rocking him up and down in six foot swings.


    Then, as a particularly deep swell lifted above the water he saw a slim, black hull break the surface of the water. Hissing white streams of bubbles broke and poured from its shining sides, as it rose steadily from the depths. With the unhurried majesty of a killer shark the sinister gleaming length knifed the blackness of the night until it rested silently and ominously on the choppy crests its rising had created.

  


  
    *This is the accepted method of convoying. Subs usually lie in wait, motors silent, or come up from the rear, or flank a convoy. Thus, the "ears" of the destroyers must detect them before they get within striking distance, and chase them away or sink them with depth bombs. This is possible because of their great speed.—Ed,*

  


  
    Brick stared at the silent specter in amazement. For he recognized the sleek, dangerous lines of the emerging craft as a German sub, of the latest and most mercilessly efficient type!

  


  
    CHAPTER II

  


  
    Rescue!


    For a minute silence held over the water and then Brick heard the metallic sounds of steel clamps releasing their grips and the hissing noise of compressed air.


    A door swung upward from the conning tower and he saw three figures emerge and clamber down to the narrow deck of the sub. Guttural voices reached him across the hundred-yard stretch and he could hear the faint hollow sounds of heavy shoes on the steel decks of the sub.


    After another few seconds a bright, powerful finger of light probed forth from the side of the undersea craft and began a searching sweep of the dark water.


    Again he heard guttural orders issuing from the Nazi seamen on the deck, and then the brilliant finger of light touched him, bathing him for an instant in glaring whiteness, swung on. A sharp exclamation reached him from the sub and the light swung hastily back, blinding him again with its revealing glare.


    Brick waved a tired hand in the air. He could see figures on the sub wave back and several shouts reached him. He saw then that preparations for launching a boat were getting underway.


    He paddled toward them slowly, favoring his right side as much as possible. This sub, he knew, was probably the one that had launched the torpedo that destroyed the Vulcan.


    The conclusion was automatic. Till that instant the thought of a German sub being responsible for the sinking had been far from his thoughts. It just hadn't occurred to his numbed mind. But seeing the deadly length of a German sub brought it to him forcefully.


    It had done the job, he knew. There was no rancor or bitterness in his reasoning. Just a dull feeling of inevitability.


    Watching the shadowy stripe of the collapsible rowboat nearing, a peculiar, irrelevant thought came to him. If shooting did mean war, what part would Brick Harrington, seaman, first class, play in that war?


    The boat was almost next to him now, so he stopped paddling and treaded water feebly. It wasn't until he stopped swimming that he became aware of his exhaustion. The pain in his right side had localized itself along his ribs and every breath he took was a new ache.


    Spots of black and white were dancing before his eyes when the small boat pulled alongside of him. He hardly felt the strong arms that pulled him from the water and lifted him over into the boat. For a long, sweet moment he relaxed completely, breathing heavily and deeply in spite of the pain.


    But by the time the boat reached the sub he had recovered enough strength to crawl to his feet and clamber onto its deck without assistance. He felt a queer pride in doing this. Though desperately weak, he straightened and stared levelly at the German seamen who were regarding him curiously. With deep stubbornness he wanted them to know that he was ship-shape and right.


    He heard a sudden, sharp cry from one of the sailors at the opposite rail and turning, he saw the searchlight flashing again in widening circles over the black water. The seamen at the side of the sub, he saw, were preparing to launch the small rowboat again.


    Brick started to cross the deck to see what was going on, but a German seaman took him by the arm and pointed to the conning tower.


    "It is best you go below," he said in halting English. The man's voice was gruffly impersonal, but Brick could sense a halting sympathy in it.


    He was too weary to argue. He stumbled to the conning tower and an officer helped him down the narrow steel ladder that led to the depths of the sub. Vaguely Brick realized that he was seated on a stool and his water soaked windbreaker had been removed.


    Later, as his head cleared, he saw more men climbing down the iron ladder. Reaching the bottom they received a small, soggy body handed down to them. Two of them stretched the body on the floor and another seaman went to work on it with artificial respiration.


    Brick shook his head and climbed to his feet. There was something disturbingly familiar about that huddled figure on the floor. He took several unsteady steps toward the small knot of men, and then one of them moved and he got a look at the face of the man on whom they were working.


    It wasn't logical that he should have been so shocked, but his legs almost collapsed as he recognized the pale, pinched features of his shipmate, Pop Carter.


    He dropped to his knees beside the little man's inert figure.


    "Is he—has he got a chance?" he demanded hoarsely to the men who were working over him.


    As if in direct answer to his question the small, soaked figure on the floor stirred weakly. Brick watched tensely as the old fellow's bright little eyes opened and stared up at him. For a moment his face was blank, but then recognition dawned, and a faint flash of ire glinted in his eyes.


    "Dang it!" he wheezed. "I told you to get below. Now get movin' before I—I—I—"


    His voice trailed off weakly. His eyes closed again but a faint flutter of color was showing in the tough little man's leathery cheeks.


    Somehow, Pop's presence acted like a tonic to Brick. Except for the dull pain in his right side he was feeling considerably better. Strength was flooding into his healthy, well-muscled body and his head was clearing rapidly. Though still weak and tired, he was feeling more himself every minute.


    He stood up and the German who had spoken to him on the deck stepped to his side.


    "Please," he said, "will you come with me? The captain wishes to see you."


    "Okay," Brick shrugged. He started to leave, but stopped and glanced back uncertainly at Pop's still figure.


    The German guessed his anxiety.


    "Your comrade will be in good care," he said earnestly. "Everything he needs will be provided for him."
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